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Abstract 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) increased the role of the federal 
government  in  the  education  of  America’s  children,  raising  the  standards  of  performance  
for all children in all schools and holding schools accountable for the achievement of all 
children. Schools, districts, and states are required under the law to make adequate yearly 
progress (AYP) not only in the aggregate, but for certain subgroups of students, including 
racial and linguistic minorities, children with disabilities, and students who are 
economically disadvantaged. Schools that fail to make the requisite AYP risk exposure to 
a  host  of  sanctions  including:    being  labeled  “in  need  of  improvement,”  replacing  
principals, and state take-over. This dissertation argues that, in this demanding context, it 
is possible that NCLB may actually be increasing the achievement gap between racial 
groups in America rather than reducing it. The use of standardized assessments to 
measure student progress may be causing detrimental effects on students in racial 
minority groups. These effects may be further compounded in states like Massachusetts 
where regulations designed to implement NCLB impose additional mandates, such as 
requiring students to pass a test for graduation.  
Through an analysis of school profile data reported by the Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, a review of district documents, and 
 interviews with teachers and administrators at one high school that has been identified as 
in need of improvement, this dissertation examines the intersection between high stakes 
testing and retention in light of the system of rewards and sanctions imposed by NCLB, 
paying particular attention to the disparate impact this phenomenon may be having on 
students of color in urban schools. This study illuminates the challenges faced by 
policymakers in their attempts to reduce the achievement gap faced by students in this 
country as well as the impact such policies have on the practice of teaching and learning.  
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CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
Introduction 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), the most recent reauthorization 
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), is a landmark piece of federal 
education legislation increasing the role of the federal government in the education of 
America’s  children,  raising  the  standards  of  performance  for  all  children  in  all  schools,  
and holding schools accountable for the achievement of all children. Schools, districts, 
and states are required under the law to make adequate yearly progress (AYP) not only in 
the aggregate, but for certain subgroups of students, including racial and linguistic 
minorities, children with disabilities, and students who are economically disadvantaged. 
Schools that fail to make the requisite AYP risk exposure to a host of sanctions including: 
being  labeled  “in  need  of  improvement,”  replacing  principals,  and  state  take-over. In this 
demanding context, it is possible that, despite its commitment to equality, NCLB may be 
increasing the achievement gap between racial groups in America rather than reducing it.  
Statement of the Problem 
NCLB requires schools and districts to make pre-determined gains on 
standardized assessments, with all children reaching proficiency levels by 2014. While 
this goal is laudable, and holding schools accountable for the performance of all 
subgroups of children is necessary to reduce the achievement gap, the imposition of 
accountability alone may not be sufficient to reach the goal. The use of standardized 
assessments to measure student progress may be causing detrimental effects on students 
in racial minority groups. Historically, students of color do not perform as well on 
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standardized assessments as do their white peers. This discrepancy in performance, 
combined with any racially biased preconceptions on the part of educators regarding 
student performance, could be creating unintended negative effects for students of color. 
These effects may be further compounded in states like Massachusetts where regulations 
designed to implement NCLB impose additional mandates, such as requiring students to 
pass a test for graduation.  
In an effort to clarify how the perceptions of district and school administrators 
may be impacting children of color in urban school districts, I completed a pilot study in 
the spring of 2005. In this pilot study, I conducted a series of interviews with school 
district administrators to explore the perspectives of school and district administrators 
regarding the impact of AYP policies on students in racial minority groups. I asked 
administrators about their understanding of NCLB and related Massachusetts regulations 
as well as school and district policies. Administrators talked about the implementation of 
these policies and the impact of high-stakes testing and AYP on teachers, schools and 
students. These structured interviews highlighted a growing problem, the increased 
retention of students in the 9th grade. My analysis of this condition forms the foundation 
for the current study.  
Research Questions 
For the present study, I investigated the connections between and among (i) the 
implementation of the AYP provisions of NCLB and related Massachusetts laws, 
(ii) attitudes and perceptions of school personnel, and (iii) racially disproportionate 
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retention in grade, particularly in the transition from middle school/junior high to high 
school. In the investigation of this issue I attempted to answer two critical questions: 
 How do teachers and administrators explain increased retention-in-grade 
in the 9th grade? 
 How do teachers and administrators explain increased dropout rates in 
the high school years? 
Theoretical Rationale 
Policy that focuses on the characteristics of individuals (e.g., poverty, race) as 
opposed to societal and institutional issues (e.g., discrimination) can often contribute to 
furthering the very challenges it purports to address (Stein, 2004). In the case of NCLB, 
the educational policy is specifically designed to close the achievement gap between high 
and low performing students, especially non-minority and minority students (No Child 
Left Behind Act, 2001). Unfortunately, the implementation of this policy may have 
paradoxical effects on students in racial minority groups.  
Policy Implementation 
Research indicates that policy develops as it is implemented, particularly when 
multiple actors are involved, as is the case with educational policy (Pressman & 
Wildavsky, 1971; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). Because policy is ultimately 
implemented by individuals and not organizations, it can be influenced by personal 
beliefs and values (McLaughlin, 1987). Interpretations of educational policy, based on 
existing, racially-biased value systems, can influence how federal and state mandates are 
understood and implemented (Lipsky, 1980; Nesbitt & Ross, 1980; Spillane, et al., 2002).  
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The literature on sensemaking theory also indicates that school culture is a result 
of the collective beliefs of individuals within the school. The social interactions of staff 
can mitigate negative pre-existing beliefs, but can also reinforce traditional, 
discriminatory practices (Ball, 1990; McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993; Spillane, et. al. , 
2002; Weick, 1995). Moreover, research indicates that external accountability systems 
are less influential on changing practice than are internal accountability mechanisms 
(Abelmann & Elmore, 2004). Proponents of NCLB argue that increased accountability 
will motivate teachers and schools to do what is needed to ensure all children are 
successful (Hall, Weiner, & Carey, 2003). Abelmann and Elmore (2004) have found, 
however, that internal mechanisms, based on personal values and shared expectations, 
will have a greater influence on policy implementation. More importantly, whether 
external accountability mechanisms motivate educators to improve their craft, such 
policies and regulatory schemes assume that individuals or institutions know what to do. 
“Most  schools  get  classified  as  failing. . . because they  don’t  know  what  to  do  to  get  
better”  (Elmore, 2006) (emphasis in original).  
Features of No Child Left Behind 
In addition to these features of large-scale policy implementation, NCLB itself 
may create perverse incentives that lead to unintended effects for children in racial 
minority groups (Ryan, 2004; Sanders, 2003).  
First, the method used for calculating AYP within a local district or school has 
been arbitrarily determined. Schools are expected to have all children at the proficient 
level by the year 2014 (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). States are required to create a 
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formula for determining AYP, which is then approved by the United States Department 
of Education, that includes intermediate goals that increase in equal increments and 
ensure 100% proficiency by the year 2014 (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). 
Massachusetts  created  biennial  benchmarks  that  were  set  by  determining  the  schools’  
baseline scores and evenly dividing the required growth over the remaining years in order 
to achieve the goal of full proficiency by 2014 (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005). 
This calculation for adequate growth essentially ensures that underperforming schools 
may  never  be  able  to  “catch  up”  as  no  credit  is  given  for  actual  student  progress  that  fails  
to meet the arbitrary goals set by the standard calculation required by NCLB (Elmore, 
2004a; Linn, 2005).  
In addition to test scores, schools are required to report on two additional 
indicators for AYP calculations, and these additional indicators are not required to be 
disaggregated by race (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). For the purposes of AYP 
calculations, high schools are required to report on school attendance rates (defined as the 
percentage of students who attend for 80% or more of the school year) and graduation 
rates (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005; No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). 
Beginning in the 2006-2007 school year, Massachusetts began utilizing a cohort 
calculation to determine graduation rates in order to comply with the requirements of 
NCLB. This graduation rate is based on the 9th grade enrollment for the graduating class 
(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005). Because these indicators are not reported by 
subgroup, however, there is no penalty for a school or district that has a 
disproportionately low number of black graduates (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001).  
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Second, while few would argue that our schools should hold high standards for all 
students and be accountable for student performance vis á vis these standards (Hilliard, 
2003; National Association for the Advancement of Colored People [NAACP], 2002; 
Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003), the Standards for Educational and Psychological 
Testing advise that single measures of student performance should never be used to make 
decisions about students, particularly with regard to tracking, retention, promotion, or 
graduation (American Educational Research Association [AERA], American 
Psychological Association [APA], & National Council on Measurement in Education 
[NCME], 1999). Furthermore, the use of a single, standardized, high-stakes assessment as 
the sole measure of performance is particularly problematic for students in racial minority 
groups (Clarke, Haney, & Madaus, 2000; Johnson, Boyden, & Pittz, 2001; Heubert & 
Hauser, 1999; Hilliard, 2003). When high-stakes assessments are implemented in areas 
where resources are lacking or when they are used for purposes for which they were not 
designed (e.g., for measuring both student achievement and school performance) there is 
an increased possibility of negative effect (AERA, 2000). Specifically,  “students  may  be  
placed  at  increased  risk  of  educational  failure  and  dropping  out”  (AERA,  2000).  
Finally, NCLB requires the disaggregation of student data for student populations 
that are typically at high risk of educational failure (e.g., children with disabilities, racial 
and linguistic minorities, children living in poverty) and many researchers agree that it is 
only through disaggregation that schools and teachers will ever be held accountable for 
traditionally underserved populations, such as students in racial minority groups (Duran, 
2005; Losen, 2004 Edley, 2002). This may be problematic, however, when the 
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disaggregation of data reinforces preconceived notions regarding student performance. 
When educators have a belief that students of color are not able to achieve at the same 
level as their white peers and then students of color, in fact, perform at lower levels on a 
single standardized assessment, this may reinforce the existing stereotype regarding 
student performance. Moreover, the system of rewards and sanctions imposed by NCLB 
fails to provide educators with the knowledge they need to change their practice (Elmore, 
2006). Accordingly,  educators  rely  on  what  they  know,  the  basic  “low-level  pedagogy”  
that failed to produce sufficient results in the first place. This cycle creates an even 
greater concern where the very populations for whom the legislation was ostensibly 
designed to serve (e.g., students in racial minority groups) may find themselves being 
blamed  for  a  school’s  failure  to  make  AYP  (Hilliard,  2003; Ryan, 2004; Linn, 2005).  
Impact on Students in Racial Minority Groups 
These particular features of NCLB and related Massachusetts regulations, 
combined with the challenges in large-scale policy implementation are potentially 
contributing to negative effects for students in racial minority groups. The disparate 
impact of standardized assessments on students in racial minority groups, combined with 
the preconceived notions of educators regarding student capabilities, and increased 
accountability may lead to increased segregation, decreased opportunity to learn, and 
retention and dropout of students in racial minority groups (Edley, 2002; Losen, 2004; 
Ryan, 2004; Sanders, 2003). Of growing concern in urban districts is the increased 
retention and dropout rate (Massachusetts Department of Education, 2008; D. Vogel, 
personal communication, April 28, 2005). There is no indication in the research that 
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retention in grade, particularly at the middle and high school levels, leads to improved 
student performance. Most research indicates that there is a high correlation between 
retention in grade and increased probability of student dropout (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; 
Jimerson, 2001; Haney, Abrams, Madaus, Wheelock, Miao, & Gruia, 2005). Given the 
potential long-term effects, it is critical to examine whether the implementation of NCLB 
and AYP policies, combined with the preconceived notions of school personnel, is having 
this impact on students in racial minority groups.  
Significance of the Study 
There has been extensive research on high-stakes assessment and the disparate 
impact of standardized assessments on children in racial minority groups. In addition, 
there has been considerable investigation of retention and its long-term impact on student 
results, particularly its high correlation with dropout rates. As Haney and his colleagues 
(2005) note in their work on the education pipeline, one of the easiest ways for schools to 
improve aggregate test scores is to remove students who are not able to pass the test, 
including retaining-in-grade these students the year before they are required to take the 
test. I intend to expand upon this line of research by closely examining the perspectives 
of school personnel regarding the intersection between high-stakes testing and retention 
in light of the system of rewards and sanctions imposed by NCLB, paying particular 
attention to the disparate impact this phenomenon may be having on students of color  in 
urban schools.  
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Research Design 
My investigation of the research questions described above begins with a review 
of archival data regarding retention and dropout rates to create a descriptive profile of the 
research site and the school district. This profile provides a context for the review of 
documents and analysis of data collected through a series of interviews with teachers and 
administrators. I have selected one particular high school as my research site as it has 
been subject to many of the sanctions imposed by NCLB and, in addition, has the highest 
retention  rate  among  the  city’s  traditional  high  schools.  
Through the use of qualitative methods I hope to generate a richer description of 
the potential paradoxical effects as they exist in one urban high school in Massachusetts.  
Limitations of the Study 
Although Title I of the ESEA is designed to create opportunities for children from 
low socio-economic groups, for the purposes of this review I have chosen to focus on the 
impact on children in racial minority groups, particularly because these students are 
supposed to receive extra protections under federal civil rights law.1 I have not included 
an analysis of the portions of NCLB and the related Massachusetts policies and 
procedures that address students whose first language is not English, students with 
disabilities, or students who are economically disadvantaged, although similar questions 
could be asked regarding these populations.  
                                                 
1 Federal  courts  have  long  held  that  race  is  a  “suspect  classification”  meaning,  under  the  equal  protection  
clause of the 14th amendment, any state action that results in the sorting of students on the basis of race 
would be subject to the most heightened scrutiny of the courts. To uphold a classification based on race, 
courts require the law be narrowly tailored to achieve a compelling state interest. It should be noted that 
this is not only true for laws that actually discriminate against racial minority groups, but also for those 
laws that classify by race, even if they appear to burden all races equally (e.g., Loving v. Virginia, 388 U.S. 
1 (1967)). 
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Although I intend to look at data trends for various racial groups over time and 
utilize data collected from staff interviews to expand my understanding of those trends, 
such an analysis is limited in two manners. First, beginning in 2006, the Massachusetts 
Department of Education, later known as the Massachusetts Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education (MADOE or DESE) began collecting and reporting data in a 
wider range of race categories. Prior to 2006, DESE collected and reported student data, 
disaggregated by race for the following groups: African American, Asian, Hispanic, 
Native American and White (DESE, 2013-a). In 2006, DESE added Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and Multi-Race/Non-Hispanic (2013-a). Accordingly, any 
review of trends in graduation rate, retention rate or dropout rate, disaggregated by race, 
that span this time frame may not accurately reflect the reality in the school. Second, 
while the racial data collected by the school district and reported by DESE, or any other 
government entity or national database, is largely self-reported by students and families, 
information provided in interviews with teachers and administrators is based on the 
subject’s  perceived  race  of  the  students  involved. As a result, there may be some 
disconnect in the data (e.g., a student who self-identifies as Multi-Race/Non-Hispanic 
may be perceived to be African American by the staff).  
 A similar limitation arises with the analysis of the calculation of dropout rates, as 
such an analysis could vary depending on how the term is defined. While DESE has 
provided a definition of how it calculates dropout, it is not clear if this same definition 
has been used over the years analyzed herein, nor is it clear that other government 
agencies or national databases use the same definition as DESE. Studies show that a 
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variety of definitions exist and are frequently used by various organizations (Hammack, 
1986; MacMillan, Balow, Widaman, Borthwick-Duffy, & Hendrick, 1990). Accordingly, 
comparisons of dropout statistics over time or across organizations are difficult and 
interpretations of this data may be faulty. This problem may be compounded in the 
research district as it is unclear which programs count toward enrollment. If students 
enrolled in GED programs, night school or other alternative programs are not considered 
to  be  “enrolled,”  this  may  exaggerate the dropout numbers for the district as well as at the 
research site itself, particularly given the number of alternative options available to 
students in this district. Lastly, in any school or district, clerical problems and accounting 
procedures for students as they transfer in and out of programs may add to the difficulty 
of obtaining an accurate description of the dropout rate. In an attempt to ameliorate this 
potential limitation, this study focused only on dropout rates as reported by DESE to 
avoid any inter-agency discrepancies in definitions. While  changes  in  DESE’s  reporting  
over time cannot be ruled out, the comparisons across the district and the state would still 
be valid as the same inconsistencies would exist for all DESE measures. What cannot be 
ruled out, however, are any discrepancies in reporting from the district itself.  
Lastly, because I have worked as a consultant in the district where my research 
took place, I came to this research with some of my own preconceptions. My prior work 
in this district was the result of an Office for Civil Rights (OCR) investigation regarding 
overrepresentation of black students in programs for students with significant emotional 
and behavioral disabilities. Several years ago, the district contracted with my consulting 
group to undertake an evaluation of special education programs and services, with a 
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specific lens toward racial disparities. This evaluation was followed with several years of 
work in the schools around the issues of racism, family engagement, classification of 
students, and student services.  
Although I have never worked as a consultant in the specific school selected as 
my research site, in my previous work in the district, I have seen many questionable 
practices. Some teachers and school administrators engage in what I would describe as 
highly punitive approaches to discipline, maintain low expectations for children of color, 
and  have  a  tendency  to  “give  up”  on  African  American  students—making assumptions 
about these children and their families that lead to the belief there is nothing schools can 
do. I have witnessed black students being screamed at in hallways and held out as 
examples of what is wrong in the schools while white students are taken to the office for 
discipline behind closed doors. I  have  heard  single  mothers  referred  to  as  “crack  heads”  
simply because they failed to show up for a parent teacher conference and I have seen 
teachers repeatedly ignore the requests for help of children of color in their classrooms.  
My prior evaluation of programs, services, and student placements indicates that 
these practices may be one feature leading to the over-representation of African 
American students in restrictive special education placements and an under-
representation in gifted/talented programs. Furthermore, district and state data indicate 
that African-American boys in this particular district are more likely to be suspended than 
their white peers, they are more likely to dropout of school and they are less likely to 
graduate. These circumstances have led me to question whether recent changes in 
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accountability policies, more specifically adequate yearly progress, are serving to 
exacerbate the challenges faced by African American students in our public schools.  
Definition of Terms 
Throughout the course of this study I use several terms to explain the 
circumstances and conditions relating to NCLB, AYP, and the potential effects. Most 
importantly, throughout my data collection analysis I will be making references to the 
race of students and educators. To make this determination I will be using the self-
identified race students and families provide for the school district upon registration as 
well as the self-identified race of educators. As this school district does not currently 
provide for bi-racial identification, there may be some inconsistency among the sample 
population (e.g., black, black-Hispanic).  
Another  concept  that  will  be  discussed  frequently  is  “opportunity  to  learn. ”  For  
the purposes of this study I have defined opportunity to learn as access to high quality 
curriculum and instruction. I also intend to expand the definition of this concept, using 
terms provided by Starratt (2003), including the necessary time to learn, flexible and 
responsive teaching strategies, and appropriate opportunities to demonstrate learning.  
Finally, I will discuss retention rate and dropout rate. In referring to retention rate, 
I am referring to the percentage of students who are held in the same grade level from 
one year to the next. Dropout rate includes those students who have been reported as 
dropouts to the Massachusetts Department of Education. These students include those in 
grades 9-12 who leave school prior to graduation for reasons other than a transfer and do 
not re-enroll before the following October 1 (DESE, 2013-c).  
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Overview of the Study 
In Chapter One of this study I provide an overview of my study, including the 
purpose, research questions and design, and limitations. I define key terms used 
throughout the study and explain my theoretical framework for data analysis.  
Chapter Two will expand upon this introduction through a presentation of 
relevant bodies of literature that have influenced the direction and design of my study. 
This presentation will include a detailed description of the AYP policies mandated in 
NCLB as well as those required under Massachusetts law. In particular I will focus on the 
use of a single standardized assessment system, how the annual objectives for student 
performance are calculated in Massachusetts, additional factors that are considered in 
determining whether schools in Massachusetts make the requisite AYP, and the system of 
rewards and sanctions imposed by both state and federal law.  
Chapter Three presents my overall research design. In this chapter I describe the 
approach I have chosen for collecting and analyzing data along with the rationale for 
utilizing this approach. My methods for collecting data, including the process I used for 
sampling and the structure of my interviews, will be laid out in detail. I will also describe 
my use of grounded theory in analyzing the data collected through a series of semi-
structured interviews and I will explain how the data will be presented for the reader.  
In Chapter Four I will present my findings. I will begin by presenting the data I 
have collected. Qualitative and archival data will be presented through narrative 
summaries and thematic selections organized by common themes generated from the data 
analysis.  
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Finally, in Chapter Five I will discuss my findings in light of the relevant 
literature. This discussion will include implications for policy development and school 
practice. I will also make recommendations for further research.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
Introduction 
Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged, more commonly 
known as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), is ostensibly designed to level the 
playing field: 
The purpose of this subchapter is to ensure that all children 
have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a 
high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, 
proficiency on challenging state academic achievement 
standards and state academic assessments (20 U.S.C.A. 
§6301).  
NCLB places a spotlight on student achievement and holds schools and districts 
accountable for the performance of all students, including racial minority subgroups 
(Finn & Hess, 2004). The reality, however, is that in many urban districts there may be a 
paradoxical effect for certain populations. Students in some racial minority groups are 
performing significantly worse than their non-minority peers (MADOE, 2005). As a 
result of the demands of federal and state adequate yearly progress (AYP) policies, 
school and district administrators may be implementing procedures that serve to widen 
the achievement gap rather than reduce it (Losen, 2004; Ryan, 2004; Sanders, 2003). 
Specifically, district practices regarding retention, exclusion, and dropout may contribute 
to the disproportionate school failure rates among African-American students (Losen, 
2004).  
The following review of related literature examines the dynamics of policy 
implementation, specifically federal education policy as implemented in public schools 
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across the United States. In addition to focusing on the wide-scale implementation of 
federal policy, I will specifically examine the elements of NCLB and the related 
Massachusetts regulations that may be leading to some of these paradoxical effects, 
including the literature that is beginning to emerge regarding the potential impacts on 
children in racial minority groups.  
Framework for Review 
The framework of this review is based on the work of researchers in policy 
development and implementation. Stein (2004) believes that policy development is a 
recursive process. She argues that policy is crafted within a historical and institutional 
context, and that equity-oriented policies in particular, such as Title I of the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act, are based on the idea that policy beneficiaries are 
somehow deficient and in need of government correction. This foundation leads to a 
policy  focus  on  individual  characteristics,  such  as  “disadvantaged  children”  or  “racial  
minorities,”  as  opposed  to  societal  and  institutional  issues,  such  as discrimination or 
lowered expectations, which may be contributing to the challenges purportedly being 
addressed.  
When policies define a problem, they construct a way of 
seeing those affecting or affected by the problem. Policies 
impart lenses for viewing the people they aim to address. 
The language of policy reveals who is dominant, who is 
subordinate, and what controls the dominant should 
exercise on the subordinate in order to effect desired 
change (Stein, 2004, p. 5).  
As  a  result  of  this  focus,  the  “language  and  rituals  of  practice”  that  embody  the  
implementation of polices can often run counter to policy goals. For example, the 
-18- 
 
framing of students as disadvantaged in Title I policies is carried through implementation 
and practice as a student defect, attaching a stigma to identified students or schools. Stein 
goes on to argue that this perception can, and does, lead to the creation of teaching 
practices that actually decrease opportunity to learn for these students. Lower 
expectations for academic performance on the part of teachers and administrators create 
the  “Pygmalion  effect”  (p. 23). Finally, Stein argues that this compromised 
implementation leads to a perceived greater need for government correction; it becomes a 
self-perpetuating cycle.  
A significant  focus  in  Stein’s  work  is  the  language  of  policy  and  policy  debate,  
utilizing features of narrative policy analysis. This theoretical lens allows an examination 
of  the  “narratives  that  decision  makers  use  to  articulate  issues  of  high  ambiguity”  (Roe, 
1992, p. 563) as a way of developing a shared understanding of the process. While I have 
used  Stein’s  basic  premise  as  the  framework  for  my  review  of  the  literature,  I  have  not  
completely adopted her analysis. She limits her work to the recursive process of policy 
development and I wanted to shift my focus towards policy implementation and how 
implementation should be examined to inform future policy development. To this end, I 
have added to my framework the perspectives of researchers in the field of policy 
implementation.  
Spillane, Reiser and Reimer (2002) explain in their review of the research on 
policy implementation that  “policy  evolves  as  it  is  implemented”  (p. 419). Some theorists 
argue that this results from policy implementers resisting change in their practice or 
lacking the capacity to do so. These implementers may ignore policies that run contrary 
-19- 
 
to their own agenda; the resulting inappropriate implementation stems from free will 
(Firestone, 1989; McLaughlin, 1987). Other arguments have looked to the ambiguity in 
policy language and the difficulty of translating a broadly stated message through 
multiple actors (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1971; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002). This 
lack of clarity allows individuals, schools and districts to impart their own interpretation, 
one that is synchronized with local values and most consistent with existing practices 
(Abelmann & Elmore, 2004; McLaughlin, 1987). Spillane and his colleagues argue, 
however, that policy evolution is not solely the result of autonomous decisions, ambiguity 
or capacity, but rather the result  of  a  “sense-making”  process. Their work focuses on the 
role of prior knowledge and beliefs and of social context in the interpretation and 
implementation of policy initiatives. In addition, the work of Abelmann and Elmore 
(2004) provides insight into the impact of external accountability systems on changes in 
practice by carefully studying the interaction of these accountability systems with 
powerful forces working within the school itself, specifically individual responsibility 
and collective expectations.  
My focus in this review is NCLB and the related Massachusetts plan for 
implementation. While this review considers the historical and institutional context in 
which the policy was developed, the sharper focus is on an analysis of the literature that 
examines the potential impacts of the structure, interpretation, and implementation of this 
monumental federal and state education legislation, specifically as it applies to students 
in racial minority groups.  
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Historical Context 
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) was signed into 
law  by  President  Johnson  at  a  time  when  the  federal  government  was  waging  a  “War  on  
Poverty”  (Stein,  2004,  p. 26). In particular, Title I of this Act was designed to provide 
supplemental educational services to students from low socio-economic groups who were 
determined to be at risk of academic failure (Duran, 2005). At the time, the national focus 
on poverty allowed for the passage of legislation that significantly increased the role of 
the federal government in education, as schools were seen as the most logical place to 
provide services to support poor children. In addition, because this legislation was aimed 
at serving the poor, Congress could direct funds toward the advancement of the civil 
rights agenda without specifying the racial groups that would benefit. In the past 40 
years, ESEA has been amended or reauthorized nine times with debates addressing issues 
such as how to define what children should be served under the legislation, funding 
formulae and budget cuts, performance and evaluation, design of programs funded by the 
legislation, academic standards, and accountability (Stein, 2004).  
While evaluation of Title I programs began in the 1970s, changes that required 
formal  assessment  of  math  and  reading  at  least  three  times  during  a  child’s  educational  
career were not made until 1994 (Duran, 2005). The  Improving  America’s  Schools  Act  of  
1994 aimed to hold all schools accountable through mandated assessments, but only 
Title I schools were responsible for showing adequate yearly progress (AYP), resulting in 
a dual accountability system for Title I and non-Title I schools (Goertz & Duffy, 2001). 
Several states applied different sets of indicators or performance standards to Title I 
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schools than were applied to non-Title I schools (e.g., making absolute growth, making 
relative growth, or closing the achievement gap). Furthermore, the 1994 reauthorization 
did not include any significant consequences for schools that failed to make AYP. Most 
states only required the development of an action plan to identify strategies that would 
address weaknesses (Goertz & Duffy). Disaggregation of data by racial group was also a 
requirement of the 1994 reauthorization, but these requirements were rarely enforced and 
a school could make AYP if their aggregate scores alone met the state standards (Losen, 
2004; Edley, 2002). Finally, the 1994 reauthorization allowed schools and districts to 
exempt English language learners and children with disabilities from accountability 
systems (Duran, 2005).2 
The most recent ESEA reauthorization process began in the 106th Congress and 
some  would  argue  that  the  process  was  colored  by  “heightened  partisanship”  (DeBray,  
2001, p. 3). As  noted  by  DeBray,  “this  was  the  first  reauthorization  since  1965  when  both  
houses of Congress were dominated by Republicans, and a Democratic President was in 
the  White  House”  (p. 3). Furthermore, these debates were taking place within the political 
climate of a presidential election. While education policy has long been a stronghold for 
the Democratic Party, the 2000 election saw George Bush neutralize this Democratic 
advantage. Bush was able to capitalize on his implementation of stringent accountability 
policies  in  Texas  to  portray  himself  as  an  “education  reformer”  (Hess  &  Kelly,  2004, 
¶ 4).  
                                                 
2 When the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was reauthorized in 1997 it required the 
inclusion of most students with disabilities in all accountability systems. This change went into effect prior 
to the implementation of NCLB assessment requirements. 
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The two most notable provisions proposed during these reauthorization 
negotiations were the so-called  “Straight  A’s”  program  and  portability  of  funds. The 
“Straight  A’s”  program  was  supported  primarily  by  the  House  and  gave  states  
considerable autonomy regarding federal regulations, provided they could demonstrate 
certain specified academic gains. The portability provisions would allow poor children to 
receive their share of federal funds and use them at any school of their choice, similar to a 
voucher program (Rees & Garrett, 2000).  
The 106th Congress was unable to come to agreement on several aspects of this 
legislation and as a result it became the responsibility of the 107th Congress, under the 
then recently-elected President George W. Bush,  to  “amend  and  extend  the  ESEA”  
(Riddle, Stedman, & Osorio-O’Dea,  2001,  p. 1). It was generally agreed by both the 
House and the Senate that any reauthorization would require increased accountability for 
student outcomes, public reporting of school performance, choice options for students 
attending schools deemed to be underperforming, improvement of teacher quality, and 
some system of rewards and sanctions (Riddle, et al. 2001). Furthermore, all schools and 
all students would need to be held to a single set of standards, it would no longer be 
acceptable to exclude certain populations of students as had been allowed in the 1994 
reauthorization (Duran, 2005).  
NCLB was eventually passed with significant bipartisan support (Hess & Kelly, 
2004). High-ranking Democrats, including Senator Edward Kennedy and Congressman 
George Miller, were instrumental in the passage of the Act and were present at the 
signing of the bill. The attempt to  create  bipartisan  legislation,  however,  resulted  in  “a  
-23- 
 
number of awkward compromises regarding school accountability, school choice, 
funding  and  federal  monitoring  of  state  efforts”  (Hess & Kelly, 2004, ¶ 8). These 
compromises have led to growing discontent from both Republicans and Democrats on 
issues of implementation. Some Republican legislators have supported their home states 
in rejecting some provisions of the law and other states have contemplated refusing 
federal funds (Hess & Kelly, 2004). Several states and school districts went so far as to 
file lawsuits against the federal government, including one such lawsuit filed by the 
National Education Association in conjunction with several local school districts.3 Even 
Arlen Specter, the Republican chair of the education subcommittee of the Senate 
appropriations  committee,  has  said  that  the  law  “clearly  needs  some  modifications”  (Hess  
& Kelly, 2004, ¶ 10). Senator Kennedy and Congressman Miller (2003), originally strong 
supporters of the legislation, were both outspoken in their criticism of the Bush 
Administration regarding the implementation of NCLB, particularly with regard to 
appropriations.  
In 2009, amidst what has become known  as  the  “Great  Recession,”  President  
Barack Obama signed into law the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 
(“ARRA”),  which  was  intended  to  stimulate  the  economy  and  create  jobs. One of the 
sectors in which ARRA invested was education. ARRA  provided  over  $4  billion  in  “Race  
to  the  Top”  Funds  (“RTTT”),  a  competitive  grant  program  that  was  designed  to  reward  
states for implementing certain education reform strategies to ensure that students would 
                                                 
3 Although some lawsuits have been dismissed (including the action brought by the National Education 
Association), in January 2008, the United States Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit found that states and 
local districts cannot be required to spend their own money in order to comply with NCLB (Pontiac v. 
Spellings, 584 F.3d 253 (6th Cir. 2009)). 
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be  “college  and  career  ready”  (U. S. Department of Education, 2009). Specifically, RTTT 
required states applying for the funds to focus on four core innovations: (i) adopting 
standards and assessments to prepare students to succeed in college and the global 
economy; (ii) building data systems to measure student growth and inform instruction; 
(iii) recruiting, developing, rewarding and retaining effective teachers and principals; and 
(iv) turning around the lowest achieving schools (U. S. Department of Education, 2009). 
Key  to  these  reform  strategies  was  the  requirement  that  states  must  develop  a  “Qualifying  
Evaluation  System,”  which,  among  other  things,  must  take  into  account  data  on  student  
growth  as  a  “significant  factor”  (U. S. Department of Education, 2010, p. 23).  
Education has traditionally been an area for state and local control but, 
increasingly over the past forty years, federal legislation has been aimed at leveling the 
playing field and improving student outcomes (McGuinn, 2005). While education has 
been at the center of federal election issues since the mid-1990s, NCLB represents what 
some would call  “the  most  significant  federal  education  legislation  in  decades”  (Hess,  
2004, September, ¶ 1). Similarly, others would argue that RTTT is the necessary spark to 
drive  school  reform  efforts  “and  show  that  important  substantive  changes  to  our  
education system  can  be  successful”  (Boser,  2012,  p. 5). Given this recent increase in 
federal legislation and attempts at regulation through conditional funding, together with 
the American tradition of state and local control over education, an honest evaluation of 
the significant factors that may have an impact on the educational opportunities for 
students in racial minority groups requires a detailed examination of both federal and 
state law.  
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Current Federal Law 
NCLB states: 
Each State plan shall demonstrate, based on academic 
assessments. . . what constitutes adequate yearly progress 
[italics added] of the State, and of all public elementary 
schools, secondary schools, and local educational agencies 
in the State, toward enabling all public elementary school 
and secondary   school   students   to  meet   the  State’s   student  
academic achievement standards, while working toward the 
goal of narrowing the achievement gaps in the State, local 
educational agencies, and schools (20 U.S.C.A.  
§ 6311(b)(2)(B)) 
As a result, each state has the flexibility to craft their own definition of adequate yearly 
progress, within certain guidelines, provided that all students in each subgroup reach the 
“proficient”  level  by  the  year  2014  (20  U.S.C.A.  § 6311(b)(2)(F)).4 NCLB requires that 
AYP be defined by states in a manner that: 
(i) applies the same high standards of academic achievement to all public 
elementary school and secondary school students in the State; 
(ii) is statistically valid and reliable; 
(iii) results in continuous and substantial academic improvement for all 
students; 
(iv) measures the progress of public elementary schools, secondary schools 
and local educational agencies and the State based primarily on the academic 
assessments described in paragraph (3); 
(v) includes separate measurable annual objectives for continuous and 
substantial improvement for each of the following: 
(I) The achievement of all public elementary school and secondary 
school students.  
(II) The achievement of-- 
(aa) economically disadvantaged 
students; 
                                                 
4  In 2011, after Congress failing to act on the reauthorization of the ESEA/NCLB, President Obama 
gave states the option of applying  for  “flexibility”  in  the  implementation  of  NCLB  (Duncan,  2011).  
Pursuant to a letter from Secretary Duncan (2011), States could seek waiver of various NCLB 
requirements, including the timeline for all students becoming proficient, in exchange for developing 
“rigorous  and  comprehensive”  plans  that  were  “designed  to  improve  educational  outcomes  for  all  students,  
close  achievement  gaps,  increase  equity,  and  improve  the  quality  of  instruction.” 
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(bb) students from major racial and 
ethnic groups; 
(cc) students with disabilities; and 
(dd) students with limited English proficiency; 
except that disaggregation of data under subclause (II) shall 
not be required in a case in which the number of students in 
a category is insufficient to yield statistically reliable 
information or the results would reveal personally 
identifiable information about an individual student; 
(vi) in accordance with subparagraph (D), includes graduation rates for public 
secondary school students (defined as the percentage of students who graduate 
from secondary school with a regular diploma in the standard number of years) 
and at least one other academic indicator, as determined by the State for all public 
elementary school students; and 
(vii) in   accordance  with   subparagraph   (D),   at   the  State’s   discretion, may also 
include other academic indicators, as determined by the State for all public school 
students, measured separately for each group described in clause (v), such as 
achievement on additional State or locally administered assessments, decreases in 
grade-to-grade retention rates, attendance rates, and changes in the percentages of 
students completing gifted and talented, advanced placement, and college 
preparatory courses (20 U.S.C.A.  § 6311(b)(2)(C)).  
NCLB also requires that each state plan include a system of rewards and sanctions 
to  hold  school  districts  “accountable  for  student  achievement  and  ensuring  that  they  make  
adequate  yearly  progress”  (20  U.S.C.A.  § 6311(b)(2)(A)(iii)). States have flexibility in 
designing this system, particularly in terms of rewards, but NCLB requires states to 
identify schools in need of improvement and state plans must include options for parental 
school choice, supplemental educational services, development of school improvement 
plans, and restructuring of chronically under-performing schools. In addition, this system 
must include annual state, district, and school report cards that provide information 
regarding student achievement (in the aggregate and disaggregated by subgroups), a 
comparison of that achievement to  the  state’s  projected  targets,  the  percentage  of  students  
not tested, the most recent two-year trend in student achievement, graduation rates for 
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secondary school students, and the professional qualifications of teachers as well as 
aggregate information on other indicators identified in the state plan (No Child Left 
Behind Act, 2001). NCLB requires that these school and district report cards are publicly 
disseminated on an annual basis to all schools and parents in the district in a uniform 
format that is in a language that parents can understand. In addition, districts are required 
to make the information widely available through public means, such as the Internet, 
media, and public agencies (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001).  
While AYP policies are a key feature of educational reform, certain aspects of 
these policies warrant careful examination. For purposes of this review, the analysis of 
federal and state AYP policies will focus on the use of a single standardized assessment 
as a measure of academic progress, measuring school progress against annual goals as 
opposed to individual student progress, the calculation of graduation rates/other academic 
indicators, and systems of rewards and sanctions.  
Current Massachusetts Law 
In 1993, the Massachusetts legislature enacted the Massachusetts Education 
Reform Act (MERA), calling for dramatic changes to the public schools in the 
Commonwealth. Among the most critical provisions were increased and more equitable 
funding to schools, accountability for student learning, and statewide standards for 
students, educators, schools, and districts (Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 69). MERA mandated 
the development of statewide curriculum frameworks for all students in core academic 
subjects as well as statewide testing reflecting these new academic standards. The 
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) was created and designed to 
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be administered in grades 4, 8, and 10 (Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 69, §1I). Beginning with the 
graduating class of 2003, students in the 10th grade were required to pass both the math 
and English Language Arts (ELA) portions of the MCAS in order to graduate. MERA 
also  imposes  sanctions  on  schools  that  fail  to  meet  the  state  Board  of  Education’s  criteria  
for  performance,  including  being  labeled  as  “under-performing”  and  being  taken  into  
state receivership (Mass. Gen. Laws, ch. 69). Although the following analysis focuses 
primarily on the Massachusetts implementation of MERA with regard to NCLB 
compliance, it should be noted that MERA was enacted independent of NCLB and the 
systems of accountability, rewards, and sanctions would be implemented in 
Massachusetts regardless of federal law.  
Under NCLB, adequate yearly progress in Massachusetts is defined as a 95% 
participation rate in MCAS, achievement of the state’s  performance  goal  on  the  
assessment system or achievement of the individual school/district improvement goal, 
and performance or improvement on the additional indicator which varies by level. For 
K-8 this indicator is a 92% or higher attendance rate or a 1% improvement over the 
previous cycle. At the high school level this indicator is a 70% or higher competency 
determination (students who are eligible to graduate). Schools and districts must meet 
these AYP goals for their entire population as well as for each individual student 
subgroup. Subgroup AYP determinations are made for students with disabilities, students 
with limited English proficiency, students who are economically disadvantaged, and 
students in racial and ethnic minority groups, provided the subgroup meets or exceeds the 
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minimum sample size requirements which are designed to ensure no individual student is 
identifiable in data reports (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005).  
In addition to the sanction requirements dictated by NCLB, Massachusetts law 
also  requires  the  identification  of  schools  or  districts  that  “fail  to  improve  the  educational  
program  provided  to  students”  (Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 69, §1J). Such schools are required 
to develop remedial plans and if they fail to show significant improvement, as indicated 
in their remedial plan, within two years, several steps may be taken by the Massachusetts 
Board of Education, including: removal of the principal, designation of a new principal 
with authority to dismiss teachers, increase of funding  to  raise  salaries  in  order  to  “recruit  
and  retain  talented  personnel”  (Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 69, §1J). Finally, Massachusetts has 
created  a  system  to  “recognize  and  celebrate  improvements  in  student  performance”  
(MADOE, n. d-b).  
Academic Assessment System 
NCLB  requires  that  State  plans  include  “challenging  academic  content  standards”  
(20 U.S.C.A.  §6311(b)(1)(C)) for at least reading, mathematics, language arts, and 
science (beginning in 2005-2006). The  Act  requires  that  these  standards  “specify  what  
children are expected to know and be able to do; contain coherent and rigorous content; 
and  encourage  the  teaching  of  advanced  skills”  (20  U.S.C.A.  §6311(b)(1)(D)). In 
addition, states are required to develop  and  implement  a  “single,  statewide  State  
accountability system that will be effective in ensuring that all local educational agencies, 
public  elementary  schools,  and  public  secondary  schools  make  adequate  yearly  progress”  
(20 U.S.C.A.  §6311(b)(2)(A)). These  academic  assessment  systems  “shall  be  aligned  
-30- 
 
with  the  State’s  challenging  academic  content  and  student  academic  achievement  
standards”  and  shall  be  administered  “not  less  than  once  during  grades  3-5; grades 6-9; 
and grades 10-12”  (20  U.S.C.A.  §6311(b)(3)(C)). The Act requires annual testing in 
math and reading or language arts in grades 3-8 beginning in the 2005-2006 school year. 
The Act also requires the addition of science assessments beginning in the 2007-2008 
school year (20 U.S.C.A.  §6311(b)(3)(C)). Moreover, the assessment systems for all 
subjects  must  include  “multiple  approaches”  that  “assess  complex  thinking  skills  and  
understanding  of  challenging  content”  (20  U.S.C.A.  §6311(b)(3)(C)(vi)).  
In Massachusetts, the Department of Education utilized the Massachusetts 
Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), mandated by the Massachusetts Education 
Reform Act of 1993 (MERA), to fulfill the requirement for academic assessment under 
NCLB (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005). MCAS was designed specifically to 
align with the learning standards outlined in the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks. 
MERA  required  the  development  of  standards  that  held  “high  expectations  of  student  
performance”  and  provided  “clear  and  specific  examples  that  embody  these  expectations”  
(Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 69, §1D). In 1994, the Massachusetts Board of Education adopted 
a Common Core of Learning that detailed what students should know and be able to do 
upon graduation from high school. In order to meet these standards, the Massachusetts 
Department of Education initiated a collaborative process with educators across the 
Commonwealth to develop Curriculum Frameworks in core content areas (arts, English 
language arts, foreign language, comprehensive health, mathematics, history and social 
science, and science and technology). These Frameworks define what students are 
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expected to know and do at key grade levels with a particular emphasis on 
interdisciplinary learning and higher order thinking skills (MADOE, n.d.- c).  
MCAS uses multiple-choice, open-response, and short-answer questions as well 
as writing prompts to measure whether or not students are achieving the learning 
standards mandated by the Curriculum Frameworks (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 
2005). Currently, students are assessed in reading comprehension at grades 3-8 and 10; 
English language arts (ELA) composition at grades 4, 7, and 10; mathematics at grades 3-
8 and 10; science and technology at grades 5, 8 and high school; history and social 
science at grades 5 and 7; U. S. history in high school (upon completion of necessary 
coursework); and biology, chemistry or introductory physics in high school (upon 
completion of necessary coursework) (MADOE, n.d.-d). Student results are reported to 
districts, schools and families in four major categories: Advanced, Proficient, Needs 
Improvement, and Failing (HS)/Warning (Elementary and MS). Beginning in the 2003-
04 school year, MCAS assessment results were used for calculating whether or not 
individual schools have made AYP as defined by the Commonwealth (Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, 2005).  
Annual Objectives for Student Performance 
In  accordance  with  NCLB,  Massachusetts  established  a  goal  of  having  “all  
students, in all schools, attain proficiency in ELA/reading and mathematics on or before 
2014”  (Commonwealth  of  Massachusetts,  2005,  Principle  3. 1). To monitor progress 
towards this goal, Massachusetts began by calculating a baseline for measurement, as 
required by NCLB. Schools were rank-ordered based on ELA scores and then again 
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based on math scores. The starting point was determined to be the percent of students at 
the proficient or advanced levels in the schools at the 20th percentile (39. 7% for ELA and 
19. 5% for math) (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005; No Child Left Behind Act, 
2001). Massachusetts then went on to establish biennial targets for state performance that 
increase in equal increments, with the target for 2014 being 100%.5 It is against these 
state targets that individual school and district AYP determinations are made. In addition, 
unless a school or district has met the 95% participation rate, for the entire student body 
as well as each student subgroup, the school or district will not be found to have met their 
AYP requirement (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005).  
Massachusetts created the composite performance index (CPI) to measure state, 
district, and school performance toward the biennial targets, with separate calculations 
made for ELA and math.6 This 100 point index combines the scores of students who take 
the standard MCAS assessment with those who take the MCAS-alternate assessment 
(students with severe disabilities who are not able to participate in the standard 
assessment). The CPI is calculated by determining the following: 
 The number of students taking the standard MCAS in each performance 
category (240-280 proficient/advanced, 230-238 needs improvement-high, 
                                                 
5  In 2012, Massachusetts applied for and received a waiver from the U.S. Department of Education 
relieving the Commonwealth of the obligation to have all students reach the proficient level by the year 
2014.  Under  the  Commonwealth’s  waiver,  schools  and  districts  in  Massachusetts  are  only  required  to  
reduce by half the gap between a subgroups current proficiency level and 100% proficiency by the end of 
the 2016-17 school year (DESE, 2012). School districts in Massachusetts began operating under the waiver 
during the 2012-13 school year. 
 
6  Under the Massachusetts waiver to ESEA/NCLB, the CPI was replaced with a 100-point  “Progress  and  
Performance  Index”  or  “PPI”  (DESE,  2012).  The  PPI  reports  progress  towards  narrowing  the  proficiency  
gap in English, math and science, student growth in English and math, dropout rates and cohort graduation 
rates. The first district reports utilizing the PPI were issued in August 2012 (DESE, 2012). 
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220-228 needs improvement-low, 210-218 warning/failing-high, 200-208 
warning/failing-low) multiplied by the proficiency index points associated 
with that level (100, 75, 50, 25, 0).  
 The number of students taking the MCAS-alternate (who are not 
significantly cognitively impaired) in each performance category 
(progressing, emerging, awareness, portfolio incomplete, portfolio not 
submitted) multiplied by the associated proficiency index points (100, 75, 
50, 25, 100).  
 The number of students with significant cognitive impairments who 
participated in the MCAS-alternate at each performance category (as 
indicated above) multiplied by the associated proficiency index points.  
 The total points from the above three steps added together and divided by 
the total number of students assessed (MADOE, 2004).  
The resulting number, between 0 and 100, is the CPI for the state, school or district. The 
target for student performance is then calculated by subtracting the CPI from 100 and 
dividing that number by the number of remaining biennial cycles until 2014 (MADOE, 
2004). Table 1 details the intermediate targets for statewide performance based on the 
starting point indicators of 70. 7 for ELA and 53 for math.  
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Table 1 
Massachusetts  “intermediate  goals”  for  performance  on  MCAS  assessments  for  2004-
2014 
 
 
 YEAR 
 
CPI 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 
       
ELA 75.6 80.5 85.4 90.2 95.1 100 
       
Math 60.8 68.7 76.5 84.3 92.2 100 
 
Note. From Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Consolidated State Application 
Accountability Workbook, 2005, Principle 3.2.  
 
Schools and districts are required to meet or exceed the state targets or establish 
their own intermediate goals utilizing the same formula (Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, 2005). For example, in Massachusetts, a wealthy suburban, 
predominantly white district outside of Boston was determined to have a baseline 
composite performance index (CPI) of 95 in ELA and 87.2 in math. As a result, in order 
to reach 100% proficiency by the year 2014, this district is required to improve this index 
by only 0.8 every two years in ELA and by 2.7 every two years in math (Massachusetts 
Department of Education, 2005). In contrast, a distressed, medium-sized, predominantly 
minority urban district was determined to have a baseline CPI of 63.5 in ELA and 41.6 in 
math. In order to make AYP and reach 100% proficiency by 2014, this district is required 
to show a gain in this index of 6.1 in ELA and 9.7 in math every two years 
(Massachusetts Department of Education, 2005).7 
                                                 
7 In 2005, Secretary Spellings announced Raising Achievement: A New Path for No Child Left Behind, 
which, among other things, gives flexibility to states that may not be meeting AYP goals but are showing 
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Additional Performance Indicators 
NCLB also requires states to use an additional performance indicator when 
evaluating whether or not schools and districts make adequate yearly progress (20 
U.S.C.A.  §6311(b)(2)(C)(vi)). Massachusetts has defined this indicator to be attendance 
at the elementary and middle school level and competency determination at the high 
school level (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005).  
The Board of Education has agreed that average attendance rates will be used for 
the first of these determinations, with 92% being the performance goal for each 
individual school and district. Schools and districts can still make adequate yearly 
progress if they are found to be improving toward this goal at a rate of 1% per biennial 
cycle. In addition, schools and districts can petition the state to exempt from this 
calculation medically fragile students or students undergoing extended medical treatment 
(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005).  
For high schools, the calculation of the additional performance indicator is a bit 
more complicated. Currently, Massachusetts utilizes a competency determination based 
on the number of students who receive a regular diploma. As of 2003, in order to receive 
a regular diploma from a Massachusetts high school students were required to pass the 
10th grade MCAS (or MCAS-alternate) in both ELA and math (Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, 2005. ; Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 69, §1D). In accordance with NCLB 
requirements, the competency determination rate for a school or district equals the 
number of students who graduate from high school in the standard amount of time (4 year 
                                                                                                                                                 
increases in achievement and graduation rates for all students, including subgroups. These increases in 
achievement may be demonstrated by significant improvement trends or NAEP progress as well as by 
meeting AYP (20 U.S.C.A. §6311(b)(2)). 
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cumulative rate) and ensuring dropouts are not counted as transfers (20 U.S.C.A.  
§6311(b)(2)(C)(vi)). This calculation requires tracking data on student enrollment from 
the time students enter the 9th grade. Massachusetts has adopted the following formula for 
calculating graduation rates (DESE, 2013-c)8: 
# of students in cohort who graduate in 4 years or less 
# of 1st time entering 9th graders entering 4 years prior – transfers out + transfers in 
 
Rewards and Sanctions 
As required by NCLB and state law, Massachusetts identifies schools that have 
not made AYP for two consecutive years for student subgroups or the aggregate 
population  as  “schools  in  need  of  improvement. ”  These  schools  are  required  to  undergo  
an improvement planning process with the technical assistance of the district and the state 
(Mass. Gen. Laws, ch. 69 §1J; Mass. Regs. Code tit. 603, §2.03). Title I schools that fall 
in this category are also required to offer parents the option to transfer to another school 
in the district that has not been identified as needing improvement. In addition, 10% of 
the  school’s  Title I funds must be directed towards targeted professional development; 
those directly related to the academic problem that caused the school to be identified for 
improvement (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). Schools that have not made AYP for the 
                                                 
8 In  November  2008,  the  NCLB  regulations  were  amended  to  require  states  to  calculate  “four  year  
adjusted  cohort  graduation  rate,”  defined  as  the  number  of  students  who  graduate  in  four  years  with  a  
regular high school  diploma  divided  by  the  number  of  students  who  form  the  “adjusted  cohort”  for  that  
graduating  class  (34  CFR  §200.19(b)(1)(i)(a)).  The  “adjusted  cohort”  includes  any  students  who  enter  
grade 9 or transfer into the cohort in grades 9 through 12 minus any students removed from the cohort (34 
CFR  §200.19(b)(ii)).  This  definition  of  “graduation  rate”  is  consistent  with  the  definition  of  “four  year  
graduation  rate”  utilized  by  the  Commonwealth  of  Massachusetts.  Notably,  the  “adjusted  cohort  graduation  
rate”  reported by DESE does not include students who transfer in (DESE, 2013-c). In addition, the 
November 2008 amendments to the regulations require districts to begin reporting graduation rate, 
disaggregated by subgroup, beginning with report cards providing results of assessments administered in 
the 2010-11 school year (34 CFR §200.19(b)(4)). 
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aggregate population for three years are subject to the same sanctions and, in addition, 
Title I schools must provide for supplemental education services for their low income 
students. Schools that have not made AYP for four or five years in the aggregate are 
identified as schools needing corrective action. These schools must revise their 
improvement plans in light of new data in addition to continuing with all of the above 
corrections. After six years, districts have the flexibility to impose additional sanctions 
including changes to the school administration and staffing (No Child Left Behind Act, 
2001).  
Massachusetts also has implemented a system of state, district, and school report 
cards. State report cards include information mandated by NCLB as well as enrollment 
data, the AYP status for all districts in the state, and a list of the schools in the state that 
have been identified for improvement (MADOE, n.d.-a). District report cards in 
Massachusetts include assessment information for each grade and subject tested in the 
aggregate and for each subgroup, achievement levels as compared to state performance 
targets, attendance and competency determination rates, and teacher quality data 
(MADOE, n.d.-e).  
High performing schools in Massachusetts are invited by the Department of 
Education  to  apply  for  participation  in  the  exemplary  “Compass”  schools  program. From 
this group, 16 finalist schools are selected and visited by a team for a panel review that 
seeks to answer two questions: (a) Is this school using effective improvement initiatives 
that could be adapted in other similarly profiled schools? (b) Are the conditions in place 
for this school to serve as a model of effective practices and successful improvement 
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initiatives? The Commissioner of Education then selects schools to be identified as 
Commonwealth Compass Schools (MADOE, n.d.-b).  
In 2010, Massachusetts strengthened its accountability methods with the passage 
of the Achievement Gap Act. This Act permits the Commissioner of Elementary and 
Secondary  Education  (the  “Commissioner”)  to  designate  schools  as  underperforming,  or  
chronically underperforming, based on MCAS scores (Mass. Gen. Laws, ch. 69 §1J). For 
any schools so designated, the superintendent of the school district (in the case of 
underperforming schools) or the Commissioner (in the case of chronically 
underperforming schools) must create a turnaround plan based on student outcome data 
that  includes,  among  other  things,  “provisions  intended  to  maximize  the  rapid  
achievement of students at the school (Mass. Gen. Laws, ch. 69 §1J). Notably, under the 
turnaround plan, the superintendent can require all staff to reapply for their positions and 
he or she is vested with full discretion regarding rehiring. Further, in chronically 
underperforming  schools,  teachers  can  be  dismissed  for  “good  cause,”  a  lower  standard  
than  the  previously  applicable  “just  cause. ”  Finally,  the  2010  law  provides  that,  at  any  
given  time,  the  Board  of  Elementary  and  Secondary  Education  (the  “Board”)  can  
designate approximately 9 school districts in the Commonwealth as underperforming 
(Mass. Gen. Laws, ch. 69 §1K). In these underperforming districts, the Board will 
designate a receiver who will have all the powers of the school committee and the 
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superintendent and, together with the Commissioner, will develop a turnaround plan 
(Mass. Gen. Laws, ch. 69 §1K).9 
In  2011,  as  required  by  the  Commonwealth’s  RTTT grant, the Board went one 
step further and adopted new regulations for the evaluation of both teachers and 
principals in Massachusetts. The new regulations require that the evaluations of all 
educators,  teachers  and  principals  alike,  include  as  evidence  “multiple measures of 
student  learning,  growth  and  achievement,”  such  as  progress  on  classroom  assessments,  
growth measures based on student MCAS performance or other district-determined 
measures of student learning that are comparable across grade or subject (603 C.M.R. 35. 
07(1)). Implementation of the new teacher evaluation system is scheduled to be complete 
across the Commonwealth by the 2013-14 school year.  
There are important policies embedded in both NCLB and the related 
Massachusetts regulations, including adequate yearly progress and high standards for all, 
that must be applied to all children, including all racial minority subgroups. These 
policies are intended to level the playing field and improve performance but, given their 
diffuse implementation, they warrant careful examination regarding impact on 
historically discriminated subgroups. Because local schools and districts are responsible 
for implementing these federal and state policies, there is often a discrepancy between 
policy and practice. To develop a comprehensive understanding of the impact of NCLB 
                                                 
9  Indeed, in November 2011, the Board took its first action under the Achievement Gap Act by declaring 
the Lawrence Public Schools to be an underperforming district and appointing a receiver who reports 
directly to the Commissioner. 
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and AYP policies on racial minority groups, one must fully examine the dynamics of 
multi-actor implementation, particularly in the public school context.  
Features of Policy Implementation with Potential Implications for Racial Minorities 
There appear to be at least three features of policy implementation that may 
negatively affect racial minorities: the prior knowledge and beliefs of educators, the 
social context for individual schools and school districts, and external accountability 
systems. Each of these features may be significant in determining the impact of AYP and 
each will function in a distinct way that may contribute to the unintended effect of 
widening the gap between racial minorities and the dominant population. The prior 
knowledge and beliefs of educators frames the way in which educational policy is 
interpreted and ultimately implemented (McLaughlin, 1987; Senge, 2000; Spillane, et al., 
2002). These individually held beliefs are then played out through interactions among 
staff within the school and schools across the district, leading to the development of 
shared expectations and complicated social networks that in turn influence the 
implementation of new mandates (Ball, 1990; McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993). Researchers 
are in disagreement as to whether external accountability systems, such as those imposed 
by NCLB, can overcome the influence that individual beliefs and social context have on 
policy implementation. Some commentators argue that external accountability systems 
are exactly what is needed to create a culture of achievement and overcome individual 
perceptions of student ability by holding schools accountable for all students (Hall, 
Weiner & Carey, 2003; Hess, 2004, Spring) while others would say that external 
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pressures alone are not sufficient to overcome the influence of individually held beliefs in 
closing the achievement gap (Abelmann & Elmore, 2004; Hunter & Bartee, 2003).  
Prior Knowledge and Beliefs 
While federal and state AYP policies may be requiring schools and districts to 
change operations and look at data in new ways, these policies cannot serve to change the 
beliefs and perceptions of those charged with implementation. As McLaughlin (1987) 
states in an analysis of policy  implementation  research,  “policymakers  can’t  mandate  
what  matters”  (p. 172). Policy is ultimately implemented by individuals—not by 
organizations and bureaucracies—and individuals are motivated primarily by internal 
factors, including values and beliefs (McLaughlin, 1987). Research has shown that those 
charged with implementation (including district administrators, principals, and teachers 
themselves) can be biased in their interpretation of policy based on existing value 
systems (Nesbitt & Ross, 1980; Spillane, 2005). These  “tacitly  held  expectations”  can  
influence how the policy mandates of AYP are understood and implemented by allowing 
individual implementers to draw inferences about which children will be able to succeed 
and which children will not (Spillane, et al., 2002, p. 394).  
Mental models serve to restrict the impact of large-scale policy in that the manner 
in which implementers perceive the world limits possibilities for reform and 
implementers are generally unaware of these tacit expectations (Senge, 2000). Not only 
do these beliefs influence the way implementers react to a policy development, they also 
tend to go unexamined and, as a result, adjustments to such preconceived notions are at 
best limited, and often non-existent (Nesbitt & Ross, 1980; Senge, 2000). When policy is 
-42- 
 
ostensibly based on equal-treatment (e.g., holding all students to the same high standard 
regardless of individual characteristics) it creates a belief on the part of individual 
implementers that they are treating all students alike. Educators can reason that they are 
not allowing their individual bias to play a role in their implementation process and, 
therefore, they are not required to confront the influence their prior beliefs may have 
(Lipsky, 1980).  
Michael Lipsky describes how prior knowledge and beliefs influence policy 
implementation in his work on street-level bureaucrats (1980). As Lipsky describes, it is 
the agency workers, such as teachers, that are the embodiment of federal policy. These 
implementers actually create policy in that they have wide discretion in their decision-
making process when interacting with the client. For example, teachers have wide 
discretion in determining who will be suspended, who will be retained, and who has the 
ability to learn. These individual teacher-student interactions, in turn, are taken 
collectively to define school and district culture and routine. Teachers and administrators 
are confined by the regulations of federal and state policy but, as Lipsky (1980) explains, 
because they work with children in situations that demand sensitivity and professional 
judgment, educators are able to retain a significant degree of discretion, despite federal 
and state mandates. It is in these discretionary areas that prior knowledge and beliefs has 
the greatest potential for influencing behavior (Weick, 1995).  
Sensemaking theory suggests that school culture results in part from the 
individual actions of teachers, administrators and other actors within the school. These 
actions are rooted in individual perceptions of the environment and the meaning or 
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interpretation that actors have made from those perceptions (Weick, 1995). Teachers and 
administrators, as implementers of federal and state education policy, construct their 
understanding of policy mandates, such as those of NCLB, through the lens of their 
preexisting practices (Senge, 2000; Spillane, et al., 2002). These interpretations and 
understandings, over time, develop into the culture, social structures, and routines of the 
school community. As a result, an analysis of policy implementation cannot end with 
individual actors but also must consider the impact of the social context of the school and 
district (Weick, 1995).  
Social Context 
School districts, as organizations, influence interpretation of policy through 
clearly defined rules and expectations, but within these rules individual schools and 
individual teachers have great autonomy which can enable strong ideological 
perspectives to influence decision-making and practice (Ball, 1990). Social interactions 
among staff can be highly influential. The development of shared meaning can mediate 
individual bias as practitioners are forced to explain their practice (McLaughlin, 1987; 
Weick, 1995). In well-supported professional learning communities, collaborative focus 
on improved teaching and learning can begin to reduce the existing achievement gap. On 
the other hand, if the predominant view is one that is detrimental to the policy intent, it 
can serve to further traditional, discriminatory practice (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993). 
These shared understandings then become the lens through which policy is interpreted 
and implemented (Spillane, et al., 2002).  
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This problem becomes even more complex in educational institutions which 
operate within multiple, embedded organizational structures simultaneously, each of 
which exercises its own influence on the interpretation and implementation of policy 
initiatives. Policy efforts that aim to exert influence in multiple spheres, rather than 
merely imposing accountability measures, may exhibit a greater likelihood of success 
(McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993). The process of developing shared understandings occurs 
at all levels of the educational organization, with implementers constantly negotiating to 
fit their priorities and perspectives with competing demands for scarce resources. The 
policy demands differ at each level of the organization and as such it is essential to take a 
broad view when analyzing policy implementation (McLaughlin, 1987). Examining the 
actions of individual implementers, without investigating the societal context of the 
organization can lead to a misunderstanding of the implementation process (McLaughlin, 
1987). While individual educators may have their own conceptions of responsibility and 
accountability, it is only through the development of collective expectations that internal 
accountability mechanisms emerge within schools and districts (Abelmann & Elmore, 
2004). Without a solid foundation of internal accountability, some would argue that 
external accountability systems, such as those mandated by NCLB, can have little effect 
(Abelmann & Elmore, 2004).  
External Accountability Systems 
AYP policies constitute an external accountability system for schools and 
districts. Many would state that  this  increased  accountability  is  what  this  nation’s  public  
schools have been missing—that the lack of achievement is a result of lower expectations 
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for certain groups of students. The belief is that by setting high standards and then 
holding schools and districts accountable for their progress, educators will do what is 
needed to ensure that all students meet these goals (Weiner & Hall, 2004). Once the 
schools that need improvement have been identified, states will be able to take whatever 
action is necessary to address the achievement gap that exists within and among public 
schools (Hall, Weiner, & Carey, 2003). In addition, Hess (2004) would argue that the 
accountability  provisions  are  a  “common  sense  reform”  in  that  they  serve  to  “create  a  
culture where  success  is  expected,  excellence  is  rewarded,  and  failure  is  not  tolerated”  (p. 
24). His  theory  is  that  this  culture  motivates  people  to  “work  harder  and  more  
efficiently,”  thereby  producing  better  result  (Hess,  p. 24).  
Abelmann & Elmore (2004) examined the impact of a variety of external 
accountability systems on the practice of individual schools. They found that the pressure 
of external accountability systems has not served to increase the capacity of individual 
schools and districts to improve instruction. While there is certainly increasing pressure 
on individual schools to improve student performance on universal standards, individual 
schools and districts do not start on equal footing. External accountability systems may 
assume this similarity, but this assumption does not square with the reality faced by 
teachers and administrators. Schools and districts develop their own sense of internal 
accountability, comprised of individual responsibility that is influenced by personal 
values and beliefs together with shared expectations or norms. To the extent these 
internal accountability systems are in concert with the external pressures being applied 
through policy mechanisms, schools will respond to external pressures. Abelmann and 
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Elmore concluded that where there is conflict, however, internal accountability systems 
are likely to prevail. Particularly in schools where internal accountability systems are 
largely based on individual teacher responsibility, personal values are likely to dictate 
implementation practices: 
Attitudes, values, and beliefs of individual teachers and 
administrators – about what students can do, about what 
they can expect of each other, and about the relative 
influence of student, family, community, and school on 
student learning – are key factors in determining the 
solutions that schools construct to the accountability 
problem. Put bluntly, many educators simply do not believe 
that they have the capacity to influence student learning in 
the ways that external accountability systems suggest they 
should. Hence, external accountability systems will be 
relatively powerless in the absence of changed conceptions 
of individual responsibility and collective expectations 
within schools (Abelmann & Elmore, 2004, p. 42-43).  
The general argument in favor of external accountability systems is that high-
stakes for students, teachers, schools, and districts, which are attached to student 
performance on a single test, will create incentives for teachers and students alike to work 
harder (Elmore, 2004c). The problem with this argument, as Elmore (2004c) describes, is 
that  “[t]he  ability  of  a  school  to  make  improvements  has  to  do  with  the  beliefs,  norms,  
expectations, and practices that people in the organization share, not with the kind of 
information  they  receive  about  their  performance”  (p. 206). The accountability imposed 
by AYP policies alone is not sufficient to reduce the achievement gap between students 
in racial minority groups and their white peers (Hunter & Bartee, 2003). What is needed 
to improve student performance is an increase in teacher knowledge and an improved 
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understanding of the needs of students and while external accountability systems can 
inform these changes, they cannot create them (Elmore, 2004c).  
To the contrary, the type of standardized accountability imposed by NCLB 
implies that uniform standards and approaches can and should be applicable to all 
students  and  in  effect  “marginalizes  the  importance  of  educational  differences”  (Hunter  
& Bartee, 2003, p. 159). Some would argue that one of the most positive effects of the 
law is the fact that all schools are accountable for holding all students to the same 
standard of achievement in an effort to eliminate the achievement gap and increase 
opportunity (Hall, Wiener & Carey, 2003). The heavy focus on testing and 
accountability, however, may be shifting the work of schools away from building 
capacity for content area knowledge and the art of teaching and learning. Without 
comparable investments in improving the profession, such accountability procedures 
alone will promote historically discriminatory practices (Elmore, 2003).  
The premise behind external accountability systems is that schools fail because 
the people in them, namely teachers and students, do not work hard enough and all that is 
needed to improve performance is added motivation (e.g., the rewards and sanctions 
approach of NCLB) (Elmore, 2004a; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). While incentives 
can certainly serve to improve teacher and student performance, they can only go so far. 
More importantly, schools and educators need support in determining what to do 
differently to improve practice and ultimately student performance (Elmore, 2006; 
Elmore, 2004a). Elmore (2004b) argues in favor of strong external normative structures 
for educational practice. These structures should include formal statements of good 
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practice as well as more informal modes for communicating methodology. Best practices 
in education do not automatically reproduce themselves, the role of policy should be to 
create structures and organizational supports that provide teachers with the information, 
time and feedback necessary to improve practice and, as a result, student performance 
(Elmore, 2004b). NCLB  and  MERA  “do  little  or  nothing  to  support  the  learning  that is 
critical  to  [educators’]  success”  and,  without  these  necessary  supports  the  “capacity  to  
perform”  cannot  be  developed  (Elmore,  2006). Accountability systems alone are not 
sufficient to ensure that the intended, underlying reform efforts will be carried through 
(Spillane, 2005).  
Features of No Child Left Behind Act with Potential Implications for Racial 
Minorities 
The  purpose  of  NCLB  is  to  “ensure  that  all  children  have  a  fair,  equal,  and  
significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, 
proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and state academic 
assessments”  (20  U.S.C.A.  §6301). There are, however, several provisions of the Act 
that may create perverse incentives and lead to unintended consequences for children of 
color (Ryan, 2004; Sanders, 2003). These race-linked effects stem from three central 
features of NCLB and subsequent state implementation plans: (a) the method of 
calculation for determining adequate yearly progress; (b) primary reliance on a single, 
standardized accountability system for measuring student outcomes; and (c) required 
reporting of these results disaggregated by racial subgroups.  
In setting standard proficiency levels at a fixed and arbitrary level, schools 
designated as low-performing,  and  the  students  in  them,  will  always  be  playing  “catch-
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up”  and  will  continuously  be  labeled  failing  without  any  regard  for  actual  progress  or  
improvements that may be occurring (Elmore, 2004a; Linn, 2005). Compounding this 
problem is the use of a single, standardized assessment as the sole measure of 
performance. As has been recognized by the American Psychological Association, a 
single  assessment  can,  at  best,  give  educators  only  a  snapshot  of  a  student’s  performance  
(AERA, APA, & NCME, 1999). Yet, under NCLB and related Massachusetts 
regulations, these single-test scores are being used to make high-stakes determinations for 
students and the schools they attend (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005; No Child 
Left Behind Act, 2001). Finally, while it is widely recognized that schools and educators 
should be held accountable for the performance of all students, the disaggregation of 
results by race can be a double-edged sword. Schools are indeed held accountable for the 
outcomes of students in all racial minority groups, but given the historical discrepancies 
in performance on the measures of success mandated by NCLB and MERA, the 
preconceived notions among some educators regarding categorized disparity in ability 
could be reinforced. The result could be schools and districts blaming specific subgroups 
for  the  school’s  failure  to  meet  AYP  requirements  (Edley,  2002;;  Ryan,  2004;;  Stein,  
2004).  
Method of Calculation 
According to NCLB and related policies in Massachusetts, adequate yearly 
progress is determined by the percent of students reaching proficient levels on the 
required academic assessment, with the goal being 100% by the year 2014 
(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005; No Child Left Behind, 2001). This requires 
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each state to establish a baseline and work backward from 2014 to determine the amount 
of progress any individual school or district would need to make in a given 2-year time 
period. There was no research conducted to determine how much growth should be 
expected in a given year, or whether 100% proficient by 2014 was a realistic goal (Duran, 
2005; Linn, Baker & Betebenner, 2002). Goals were established without consideration 
for prior rates of achievement or trends in national or local data (National Conference of 
State Legislatures, 2005; Ryan, 2004; Schwarz, Yen & Schafer, 2001). Rather, the 
arbitrary goal of 100% proficiency by 2014 was used as a target for all states, districts, 
and schools in the country. As a result, poorer urban districts, with large numbers of 
students in racial minority groups are expected to make greater gains in student 
performance every year than would wealthy suburban, predominantly white districts, as 
their baseline performances would differ (Duran, 2005; Ryan, 2004).  
Another problem with this calculation is that it measures one group of students 
against  another,  it  is  not  a  “value-added  measure  of  progress  for  individual  students”  
(Sanders, 2003). For example, the 10th grade students who take the MCAS in one year are 
being measured against the performance of the 10th grade students who took the test the 
previous year. The school is being measured on the subsequent academic performance of 
a different group of children. The adopted approach does not take into account external 
factors that may affect student performance or the differences in a grade-level of students 
from one year to the next, making school based scores extremely volatile (Baker, et al., 
2010; Duran, 2005; Linn, et al., 2002). Several researchers have suggested moving away 
from this cross-cohort comparison and toward a longitudinal system that includes a 
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measurement of student growth, a system in which schools in the urban district described 
above could be rewarded for their work improving individual student outcomes, and one 
that is not tainted by a volatile measure (Duran 2005; Edley, 2002; Linn, et al., 2002; 
National Conference of State Legislatures, 2005; Sanders, 2003; Schwarz, Yen & 
Schafer, 2001).10  
Opponents  of  the  “value  added”  approach  argue  that  measuring  solely  student  
progress only serves to reinforce the existing achievement gap. Sclafani (2002-03) says 
that  “we  should  not  be  satisfied  that  children  who  are  trailing  their  peers  by  several  years  
in  achievement  simply  improve  somewhat  from  year  to  year  without  ever  catching  up”  
(p. 46). Some flexibility in AYP calculations may be required to reflect the academic 
value  schools  add  to  their  students’  achievement  in  addition  to  ensuring  that  all  students  
are held to the same high standards (Sclafani, 2002-03; Finn & Hess, 2004).  
Single Standardized Assessment 
There is little disagreement in the literature that, in theory, maintaining high 
standards for all children is a positive development. Utilizing test scores as a measure of 
success serves to highlight the existing achievement gap, theoretically preventing 
America from ignoring the discrepancy in performance between children in racial 
minority groups and their white peers (Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). Prominent civil 
rights advocates, such as Asa Hilliard (2003), have emphasized the importance of holding 
high expectations for students of color and not succumbing to the deficit theories that lay 
the foundation for equity-oriented policy. This new accountability focuses attention on 
                                                 
10 Legislation  was  passed  in  2006  that  amended  NCLB  to  include  “measures  of  individual  or  cohort  
growth  over  time”  as  a  possible  method  of  determining  AYP  (20  U.S.C.A.  §1111(b)(2)(C)(vii)).  
Massachusetts, however, was not one of the states identified as a so-called  “growth  model”  state.   
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groups that have often been ignored in school reform efforts (Hilliard, 2003). Even the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (2002) has recognized that 
rigorous assessment, including the use of standardized tests, is crucial for school reform. 
The difficulty arises when a single, standardized, high-stakes assessment is used to 
measure student performance on these standards, as many states, including 
Massachusetts, have adopted. Proponents of standardized tests argue against the inherent 
bias in these assessments by focusing solely on the content (e.g., how can a statewide 
math test be racially biased?) (Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003, p. 29). Proponents also 
argue that alternative measures of success, such as portfolio assessments, are too 
subjective to be a true measure of student competence and only test scores can tell us 
what children actually know (Thernstorm & Thernstrom, 2003).  
While  standardized  tests  may  be  seen  as  “objective”  or  “efficient,”  research  
suggests that more effective assessment of student progress would utilize multiple 
measures of performance that can be integrated with classroom practice (Herman, Baker 
& Linn, 2004; Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Hunter & Bartee, 2003; National Conference of 
State Legislatures, 2005). Not only do multiple measures provide more accurate evidence 
of student outcomes, they can also be utilized to inform and enhance instruction, as 
opposed to the sorting and selecting promoted by standardized assessments (Heubert & 
Hauser, 1999). The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing indicate that 
decisions about students, including retention, tracking, or graduation, should never be 
based on a single test. Rather, these critical decisions must include other relevant and 
valid information (AERA, et al., 1999). Single tests can only present a snapshot of an 
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individual  students’  performance  and  may  not  accurately  reflect  a  year’s  worth  of  
achievement (AERA, et al., 1999).  
Some commentators assert that an additional problem with the heavy reliance on 
test scores is that standardized tests have their roots in racist intent and they continue to 
“reinforce  institutional  racism”  (Johnson,  Boyden  &  Pittz,  2001,  p. 10; Hilliard, 2003; 
Heubert & Hauser, 1999). Standardized  tests  were  originally  intended  to  “reduce  black  
access”  (Baker,  2001) and their continued use in the education system results in the 
continued sorting and labeling of students on the basis of race. Many standardized tests 
serve  to  further  racial  inequality  by  assuming  a  “level  playing  field”  (Johnson, et al., 
2001, p. 11)  with  regard  to  students’  opportunity  to  learn  the  material  being  tested  and  
measuring circumstances rather than ability. As a result, students in racial minority 
groups may not perform as well on standardized tests as do white students (Clarke, 
Haney, & Madaus, 2000; Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Hunter & Bartee, 2003). When high-
stakes are attached to these assessments, students of color are routinely more likely than 
their white peers to be retained in grade or denied diplomas (Clarke, et al.).  
It is also unclear whether state academic assessments administered under NCLB 
are designed for the purpose they are being used. As is explained in Standards for 
Educational and Psychological testing, no test is valid for all purposes. Tests designed to 
evaluate the educational quality of a school are not appropriate for determining the 
strengths and weaknesses of individual students (AERA, et al., 1999; Heubert & Hauser, 
1999). When this testing information is used for inappropriate purposes it is especially 
problematic for children in racial minority groups (Edley, 2002; Heubert & Hauser, 
-54- 
 
1999). Children in racial minority groups are more likely to have lower achievement 
scores on single standardized assessment than their white peers. Therefore, when high-
stakes decisions (e.g., tracking, promotion, and graduation) are made on the basis of a 
single assessment, the result is more children of color placed in lower tracks, retained, or 
denied graduation (Heubert & Hauser, 1999). It must be recognized that the disparity in 
test  scores  often  reflects  existing  “inequalities  in  American  society  and  schools”  rather  
than  “inalterable  realities”  in  the  students  themselves  (Heubert  &  Hauser,  1999, p. 4). 
Low test scores do not necessarily reflect differences in ability; the discrepancy may be a 
result of lack of access to high quality instruction, lower teacher expectations, or 
differences in opportunity (Edley, 2002; Heubert & Hauser, 1999). Individual teachers 
and schools as communities may act on misconceptions about the meaning of the scores 
and treat students differently as a result. The nature of this discrimination may be shaped 
by the subgroup reporting required by NCLB.  
Disaggregation of Student Data 
While NCLB was not the first reauthorization of ESEA to require disaggregation 
of student performance data, it is the first time schools and districts are being held 
accountable for the performance of historically disadvantaged subgroups. Even 
opponents  of  NCLB  describe  this  most  recent  reauthorization  as  “among  the  most race-
conscious legislative remedies to racial inequity in K-12 education since Title VI of the 
Civil  Rights  act  of  1964”  (Losen,  2004,  p. 246). To avoid being identified as needing 
improvement, schools must show adequate yearly progress for all significant 
subpopulations and, as a result, take responsibility for improving the achievement of 
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traditionally low-performing populations of students (Duran, 2005; Edley, 2002; Losen, 
2004).  
This disaggregation of student performance data, however, combined with the 
public reporting of such data, may further the perception that students in racial minority 
groups are not capable of performing at the same level as their majority group peers 
(Ryan, 2004; Stein, 2004). Schools and districts are required to meet AYP for each and 
every subgroup. Because of this, students in an identifiable subgroup that prevent an 
otherwise successful school from attaining AYP could find themselves being blamed for 
the  school’s  failure  (Hilliard,  2003; Linn, 2005). While disaggregation of data serves to 
increase accountability on the part of schools and districts, simply identifying the 
discrepancy does nothing to reduce the achievement gap between racial groups. More 
significantly, this disaggregation can perpetuate beliefs that there are inherent ability 
differences between black and white students (Hilliard, 2003).  
Impact on Students in Racial Minority Groups 
The disparate impact of standardized tests on racial minority groups can create, or 
reinforce, a perception on the part of educators that there is a difference in ability 
between students in racial minority groups and their white peers (Edley, 2002; Ryan, 
2004). This perception, combined with the reporting requirements of NCLB, can lead to 
several unintended consequences, including increased school segregation, decreased 
opportunity  to  learn,  and  the  “pushing  out”  of  minority  students  (Losen,  2004;;  Ryan,  
2004; Sanders, 2003).  
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Educators, schools and districts are faced with the challenging dilemma of scarce 
resources, high demands, and potentially severe consequences for failure. Given these 
conditions it is foreseeable that educators will look to those students who are most likely 
to succeed in terms of the mandated criteria of NCLB (Lipsky, 1980). Lipsky argues that 
this  “creaming”  process  will  happen  “despite  formal  requirements  to  provide  [students]  
with equal chances for service, and even in the face of policies designed to favor 
[students]  with  relatively  poor  probabilities  of  success”  (p. 107). When educators are 
forced to choose between groups of students, as a result of limited resources, individual 
and cultural biases regarding who is more likely to be successful will guide the decision-
making process (Lipsky, 1980). It is under these conditions that students in racial 
minority groups are likely to suffer discriminatory treatment, including increased 
segregation,  decreased  opportunity  to  learn,  and  even  potentially  being  “pushed  out”  of  
school altogether.  
Increased Segregation 
Over 50 years ago, the Supreme Court stated in Brown v. Board of Education 
(1954)  that,  “in  the  field  of  public  education  the  doctrine  of  ‘separate  but  equal’  has  no  
place. Separate  educational  facilities  are  inherently  unequal”  (347  U. S. 483 at 495). 
Adequate yearly progress requirements in NCLB, however, may be contributing to a 
return to an era of school segregation (Ryan, 2004). The challenge facing schools and 
districts is that the more subcategories that exist within their institution, the more likely 
they are to be labeled as needing improvement given that each and every subgroup must 
meet AYP requirements. If only one subgroup does not meet the AYP goal, the school 
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does not meet their AYP requirement (Linn, 2005; No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). 
School districts that are under voluntary desegregation plans may now have an incentive 
to cease implementation of these plans in order to reduce the numbers of subcategories in 
any one school.11 In reducing the number of subcategories at any one school the district 
increases its chances that more schools will meet their AYP targets (Ryan, 2004).  
NCLB provides school choice provisions for parents of children in schools 
identified as needing improvement and proponents argue that these provisions serve to 
decrease segregation (Losen, 2004). Parents whose children attend schools found to be in 
need of improvement have the option of transferring their children to schools in their 
district that are performing at higher levels (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). There is a 
belief that disadvantaged children will have the opportunity to be more successful if they 
are able to attend more effective schools (Finn & Hess, 2004).  
Choice options are limited, however, to schools within the district that have not 
been found to be in need of improvement and inter-district choice is voluntary (20 
U.S.C.A.  §§6316(b)(1)(E); (c)(10)(C)). Given the reliance on standardized tests and the 
previously  described  effect  on  minority  students,  NCLB  may  be  “providing  
administrators of white, middle class schools a reason to exclude African American, 
Hispanic,  and  poor  students”  (Ryan,  2004,  p. 961). Finn and Hess (2004) support this 
assertion  by  noting  the  choice  options  of  NCLB  serve  to  “punish  effective  schools  that  
find the room to enroll low-performing  students”  (p. 44). While the failing label is 
                                                 
11 In addition to the factors discussed here, voluntary desegregation plans are also being abandoned as a 
result of court decisions. In 2007, the Supreme Court struck down two race-based school assignment plans 
as violating the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (Parents Involved in Community 
Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1, 551 U.S. 701 (2007)). 
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applied to schools, the stigma is often transferred to the students in those schools, 
providing further disincentive for high performing schools to accept them (Stein, 2004). 
In addition, only Title I schools are subject to the identification sanctions outlined in 
NCLB, as a result there is an added disincentive for non-Title I schools to accept many 
transfers and as a result change their status under the Act (Ryan, 2004). Furthermore, 
evidence has shown that to date, the school choice option is not well utilized by families 
(U. S. Department of Education, 2007; National Conference of State Legislatures, 2005). 
This factor warrants further investigation to determine the extent and dynamics of student 
transfers.  
Decreased Opportunity to Learn 
Given that school-choice options are not widely utilized by families, schools that 
have been found to be in need of improvement are forced to find other mechanisms for 
reaching their AYP goals. Another common response of these schools is to rely on 
remedial programs, as funded by NCLB. Students who do not meet the proficiency 
standard as required by the Act are often placed in these test preparation classes in order 
to  increase  the  school’s  proficiency  rate. Placement in these types of classes, however, 
removes students from opportunities to learn the higher order skills promoted by the Act. 
Moreover, since poor and minority children are less likely to reach proficiency levels, 
they are more likely to be found in these lower track classes (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; 
Hilliard, 2003; Losen, 2004).  
In addition, many schools focus their efforts on “those  students  closest  to  meeting  
the  proficiency  standards”  (Sanders,  2003,  p. 3). This practice not only fails to support 
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those students who are the lowest achieving, as measured by state academic assessments, 
but also fails to challenge the highest achieving students. In predominantly minority 
schools, more likely to be identified as needing improvement, this practice is particularly 
harmful to the highest achieving students. It might increase proficiency levels in the 
short-run but may result in long-term reductions in student outcomes (Sanders, 2003).  
Finally, given the demands on districts, schools, and individual teachers for 
attaining AYP goals, it is likely that underperforming schools will have great difficulty in 
attracting and retaining the most qualified teachers, as best expressed by Ryan (2004): 
The teacher with a classroom of disadvantaged students 
will generally face a greater challenge than one with a 
classroom of relatively affluent students. At the same time, 
the teacher who makes remarkable gains with 
disadvantaged children but nonetheless fails to bring the 
students to the AYP benchmark (or within the safe harbor 
provision) will get little reward under the [NCLB] (p. 975).  
NCLB does require highly qualified teachers in every classroom, but this generally 
means teachers who are certified by the state and, at the high school level, have some 
evidence of specific content knowledge. While this is may be an improvement in many 
urban areas that currently employ numerous teaching staff on waivers, the question 
remains  whether  this  is  a  “meaningful  proxy  for  quality”  (Ryan,  2004,  p. 975).  
Retention of Low Performing Students 
In addition to schools becoming increasingly segregated and reduced access to 
high quality education, there is also evidence that schools and districts may be looking 
for  ways  to  “get  rid  of”  low  performing  students. Simply put, if a failing student is no 
longer enrolled at the school, the percentage of proficient students increases (Losen, 
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2004). NCLB attempts to correct for this by requiring additional performance indicators, 
such as high school graduation rates, but states are free to determine what an acceptable 
rate is. Furthermore, U. S. Department of Education Regulations indicate that, while 
disaggregated graduation rates must be included in school report cards, graduation rate is 
currently included only in the aggregate for AYP determinations (34 CFR 200. 
19(b)(5)(ii)). While there has not been much research regarding the connection between 
the demands of meeting AYP targets and student retention, there has been much study of 
the effects of retention on student achievement.  
Calls for the end of so-called  “social  promotion”  began  with  President  Clinton  in  
the late 1990s. While many would agree that students should not be promoted without the 
necessary skills, there are concerns when these decisions are made on the basis of a single 
assessment (Heubert & Hauser, 1999). More importantly, there is little evidence that 
holding a child back in grade, particularly in secondary school, has any beneficial 
academic effect, and considerable evidence that it can actually lead to higher dropout 
rates (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Jimerson, 2001; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999; Pierson & 
Connell, 1992). Retention alone, without additional focus on the root causes of the 
academic challenges facing individual students, may not be an effective strategy (Pierson 
& Connell, 1992). Studies have shown that students who have been retained do not 
generally  “catch  up”  and are at much greater risk for future failure than their equally 
achieving, non-retained peers (Jimerson, 2001; Pierson & Connell, 1992). Jimerson 
(2001),  referring  to  Rumberger’s  1995  study,  found  that  grade  retention  has  been  
identified as the single most powerful predictor of dropping out. Furthermore, a report 
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from the Bureau of Justice Statistics indicates the likelihood of ending up in prison 
appears to triple for a student who has not graduated from high school (Haney, et al., 
2005). These results become even more disturbing when the differences between the 
races are examined. Heubert and Hauser (1999) note that, by age 15, retention rates for 
black and Hispanic students range from 40-50% while the rate for white students is only 
35%. Similarly, KewalRamani, Gilbertson, Fox and Provasnik (2007) found that 17. 1% 
of black students and 10. 6% of Hispanic students repeated a grade at some point in their 
K-12 school years, as compared to only 8. 2% of white students.  
Haney and his colleagues (2005) begin to explain the connection between high-
stakes testing and student retention. When schools are under pressure to improve results, 
one  way  to  do  so  is  to  “exclude  ‘low-achieving’  students  from  being  tested,  particularly  
in  the  grade  at  which  high  stakes  are  administered”  (Haney,  et al., p. 41). One of the 
easiest ways for schools to exclude such students is to have them retained the year before 
they are tested. Haney and his colleagues describe studies from England and Ireland 
finding this very pattern. In England, when grants to schools were based upon 
examination results, lower-achieving students were kept back in grade and in Ireland, 
when exit exams were used to determine school reputations, low performing students 
would often flunk the grade before the grade in which the test was administered (Haney, 
et al. 2005).  
Although NCLB and related Massachusetts regulations do not require schools to 
retain in grade students who are not able to pass the mandated assessment measures, high 
schools in Massachusetts are required to include graduation rate as part of their AYP 
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calculation (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2005). Because Massachusetts requires 
students to pass MCAS in order to graduate, there is a strong incentive for high schools to 
retain students in 9th grade if there is a belief that they will not pass MCAS the following 
year (D. Vogel, personal communication, April 28, 2005). Furthermore, because 
graduation rates are not disaggregated by subgroups, there is no penalty for a school that 
retains children of color at higher rates than their white peers (No Child Left Behind Act, 
2001).  
Conclusion 
The plain language of NCLB evidences intent to give all children an equal 
opportunity to learn. This goal is reinforced through the accountability mechanism that 
hold schools and districts accountable not only for the performance of all students, but 
also for the performance of each and every subgroup within the school (No Child Left 
Behind, 2001). For the first time in the history of American public schools, educators are 
required to show increased achievement for all groups of children (Duran, 2005; Goertz 
& Duffy, 2001; Hilliard, 2003). However, as noted by Ryan (2004): 
To the extent AYP may reflect the nature of the student 
body rather than the nature of the school, it is a poor way to 
measure schools. At the same time, to the extent 
administrators   understand   what   influences   a   school’s  
scores, they also know that they may improve those scores 
by attracting some types of students and excluding others. 
Moreover, AYP demands different levels of achievement 
growth from different schools, and, in particular, it requires 
the lowest-performing schools to post the greatest gains (p. 
980).  
It is never good news when a policy does not accomplish the positive ends that it 
sets out to achieve, but this is even worse when the implementation of a policy does 
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harm. The structure of NCLB, particularly the AYP provisions, and the challenges of 
multi-actor implementation may be working in concert to exacerbate negative effects for 
students in racial minority groups. By creating the appearance of equal treatment, NCLB 
may be reinforcing stereotypes regarding the performance of students of color (Lipsky, 
1980). When poor, minority, urban schools and students do not perform as well as their 
wealthy, white, suburban  counterparts,  it  becomes  easy  to  “blame  the  victim”  because  the  
language of the law treats all children, schools, and districts the same.  
Unfortunately, implementation of AYP provisions of NCLB can result in self-
fulfilling prophecies. As explained by several commentators, students of color 
historically perform worse on standardized assessments than white students (Clark, 
Haney & Madaus, 2000; Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Hilliard, 2003; Johnson, Boyden & 
Pittz, 2001). When this expected performance becomes actual results under the auspices 
of  equal  treatment,  it  only  “contribute[s]  to  the  persistence  of  bias”  among  educators  
(Lipsky, 1980, p. 114).  
This bias, combined with the system of rewards and sanctions placed on schools 
by NCLB, creates the potential for unintended effects, including increased retention of 
students of color. The research of Heubert & Hauser (1999), Jimerson (2001), and Haney 
and his colleagues (2005) indicate that there is a strong correlation, particularly at the 
high school level, between retention in grade, dropping-out, and imprisonment. When 
low performing students drop out, the aggregate performance of the remaining students 
may improve but the results for those children and society are disturbing. The 
implications of this research are dramatic in the light of the increased accountability 
-64- 
 
demands of NCLB for schools and districts. If schools are in fact retaining students of 
color at increasing rates, schools may be rewarded for this, and the potential long-term 
effects could be devastating.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN 
Introduction 
This chapter identifies my research questions and lays out the specifics of the 
research design for my study. In addition to explaining my rationale for utilizing a 
qualitative approach to data collection and analysis I detail the process I have chosen for 
selecting my data sample, collecting, and analyzing data. Finally, I have included a 
description of how the data and analysis will be presented in later chapters.  
Research Questions 
The purpose of my study is to investigate the interaction between and among 
numerous factors related to the implementation of NCLB – (i) the sanctions utilized in 
the implementation of the adequate yearly progress (AYP) provisions of the No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB) and related Massachusetts laws, (ii) the preconceived notions of 
school personnel, and (iii) racially disproportionate retention in grade and/or dropout for 
students of color, particularly in the 9th grade. In the investigation of this issue I 
attempted to answer two critical questions for one mid-sized, low-performing, urban 
school district in Massachusetts: 
 How do teachers and administrators explain increased retentions in the 9th 
grade? 
 How do teachers and administrators explain increased dropout rates in the 
high school years? 
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Research Site 
Data for this study was collected from a mid-sized urban school district in 
Massachusetts (hereinafter referred to as Groveland), with a particular focus on the early 
high school years. The City of Groveland has a total population of approximately 
150,000 and is facing numerous challenges, including a complex and diverse student 
population, high incidence of low socio-economic status families and a concentration of 
high-risk youth and families. Data from the 2010 Census indicate that: 
 Roughly 37% of the population are non-Hispanic white; 22% are black; 
and 40% are Hispanic; 
 Approximately 39% of the households have an annual income of less than 
$25,000; 
 Approximately 41% of the children under the age of 18 are living in 
poverty; 
 The teen birth rate is more than five times the Massachusetts average; and 
 Among adults, age 25 and over, approximately 10% have less than a 9th 
grade education and only 34% have a high school diploma or its 
equivalent 
(U. S. Census Bureau, 2010).  
According to the Massachusetts Department of Education website, as of January 
2012, there were approximately 25,000 students enrolled in the Groveland Public Schools 
– 21% African American, 58% Hispanic, 4% multi-race/non-Hispanic, and 14% white. In 
addition, 84% of the students in the district are listed as low-income (defined as students 
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who (i) are eligible for the free or reduced lunch program, (ii) receive Transitional Aid to 
Families benefits, or (iii) are eligible for food stamps). The district school attendance rate 
is approximately 90% (defined as the average percentage of days in attendance for 
students in grades 1-12). Of particular concern, however, is the greater than 10% dropout 
rate for students in grades 9-12 and the greater than 6. 5% retention rate. For purposes of 
comparison, it is important to note that the statewide dropout rate is only 2. 9% 
(MADOE, 2008, March) and the retention rate is only 2. 1% (MADOE, n.d.– f).  
I have selected one particular high school in Groveland (hereinafter referred to as 
Valley  High  School)  as  my  research  site  as  it  is  a  school  that  has  been  identified  as  “in  
need  of  improvement”  and  one  where  the  retention  and  dropout  rates  far  exceed  those  of  
the district and the state. According to the Massachusetts Department of Education 
website, there are approximately 1,200 students enrolled at Valley High School (VHS) — 
approximately 24% African American, 65% Hispanic, 2% multi-race/Non-Hispanic and 
8% white. In addition, approximately 83% of the students in the school are listed as low-
income and the school attendance rate is under 80%. Of particular concern for VHS are 
the dropout and retention rates. The dropout rate for the 2011 4-year cohort is over 35%, 
exceeding that of the district by more than 10% and more than five times that of the state. 
Likewise, the retention rate is just over 25%, more than three-and-a-half times that of the 
district and more than twelve times that of the state. Furthermore, Valley has not made 
AYP in more than three years and, accordingly,  has  been  identified  as  “in  need  of  
improvement”  and  has  been  subject  to  many  of  the  sanctions  imposed  by  NCLB  and  
MERA. Specifically,  parents  have  been  notified  of  the  school’s  status  and  there  has  been  
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a rotation of principals over the last few years. In addition, Valley was required to 
develop a more detailed school improvement plan to include, among other items, annual 
measurable  goals  and  improvement  objectives,  an  analysis  of  reasons  for  the  school’s  
failure to make AYP, detailed improvement strategies and methods for coordinating and 
monitoring the implementation of the plan.  
Research Methodology 
This study utilizes a grounded theory framework (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to 
develop a descriptive analysis of the perspectives of school administrators and faculty 
regarding the interaction between and among federal and state accountability measures, 
school and district policies and procedures, retention in grade and drop out and how these 
factors may interact with race. I have selected a qualitative approach  to  “more  clearly  
capture the complexity. . . of  human  behavior  and  experience”  (Morrow  &  Smith,  2000,  
p. 199). Any correlation between increased demands and increased retention of students 
of color is neither simple nor linear; a qualitative study is critical to develop a picture of 
what may in fact be paradoxical effects of federal education legislation (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003; Maxwell, 2004-a).  
In attempting to explain causal relationships I utilized several strategies to rule out 
possible alternative explanations, corroborate evidence that is uncovered and check my 
assumptions (Maxwell, 2004-b). As discussed below, data was collected from a variety of 
sources and methods in an effort to triangulate my findings. When analyzing the various 
data points I attempted to  identify  and  analyze  discrepant  data  “to  assess  whether  it  is  
more  plausible  to  retain  or  modify”  my  conclusions  (Maxwell,  2004-b). One way I 
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accomplished this was through  the  use  of  “quasi-statistics. ”  Maxwell  (2004-b) describes 
that  “the  use  of  simple  numerical  results  that  can  be  readily  derived  from  the  data,”  such  
as  the  use  of  terms  like  “typical”  or  “rare”  in  an  interviewees  response,  can  be  tested  
against quantitative measures to assess its validity. Finally, I solicited feedback from the 
participants  in  the  study,  “not  only…as  a  check  on  misinterpretations  of  their  
perspectives  and  meanings  but  also…[to]  provide  alternative  interpretations”  (Maxwell,  
2004-b).  
Archival data, documents and interviews form the basis for the collection of 
research data. First, a profile of the school and the district was created based on 
Massachusetts Department of Education data on school population, dropout rates and 
retention rates, disaggregated by grade level.12 The data for the school was compared to 
that of the district and the data for the district was compared to that of the state. The 
document analysis portion of my research includes a review of school and district 
policies regarding promotion and retention, school or district policies relating to race 
(e.g., anti-discrimination policies, descriptions of professional development programs), 
and reports that have been submitted to the Office for Civil Rights as well as state 
monitoring reports. Finally, I conducted a series of interviews with teachers and 
administrators focusing on the perceived interactions between and among race, increased 
accountability, retention and dropout. School personnel were asked to describe what they 
believed to be the reasons for the continued failure of the school to make AYP, how they 
                                                 
12 The Massachusetts Department of Education defines  “retention”  as  students  who  are  held  in  grade  
level  from  one  year  to  the  next  and  “drop  out”  as  students  in  grades  9-12 who leave school prior to 
graduation for reasons other than a transfer and do not re-enroll before the following October 1 
(Massachusetts Department of Education, October 2005).  
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would explain the increased retention and dropout rates and why certain racial and/or 
ethnic groups may be overrepresented among those students who are retained or those 
who dropout. Throughout the interview process, particular attention was paid to issues of 
confidentiality and anonymity given the potentially sensitive nature of the research issue.  
Sample 
Interview subjects include administrators and a criterion-based purposive sample 
of teachers (Patton, 1990). Given the sensitive nature of the research topic, steps were 
taken to protect the confidentiality of the participants.  
Selection of Sample for Interviews 
First, I sought to interview the principal and all five of the assistant principals (1 
black man, 1 Asian man, 1 white man, 1 black woman and 2 white women) at VHS. I 
also sought to interview all fourteen (14) of the math and English language arts (ELA) 
teachers in the school. Historically, math and English language arts (ELA) scores have 
been used to calculate AYP. Additionally, students are required to pass these sections of 
MCAS to graduate. Because of these circumstances, math and ELA teachers are more 
likely than teachers of other subjects to be involved in decisions regarding student 
retention. Any teachers or administrators who do not consent to participate in the study 
will not be replaced, as all members of each population have been selected for interviews.  
Ethical Considerations 
The major ethical issue presented by this study involves the potential disclosure of 
discriminatory or questionable practices on the part of the educators, the schools or the 
district. As a result the identity of all participants will remain confidential. Each 
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participant consented to be interviewed for this study. Subjects who agreed to participate 
were given a code known only to the researcher, with the key to the code kept in a locked 
file  cabinet  in  the  researcher’s  home  office,  separate  and  apart  from  any  interview  data. 
Subjects were also given pseudonyms to protect their identity. Finally, references will not 
be made to identifiable titles (e.g., the principal will be identified as an administrator).  
Any effects that are identified have been in terms of broad policy implications 
rather than the performance of individual educators. The purpose of this research was not 
to identify minute details that are linked to particular individuals, but rather to identify 
trends that are expressed by multiple persons, making it difficult to identify any singular 
person as the source of a specific statement. In addition, throughout this report, the school 
district  will  be  referred  to  as  an  “urban  district  in  Massachusetts”  and  the  individual  
school  will  be  referred  to  as  a  “high  school  with  an  enrollment of approximately 1200 
students,”  sometimes  including  further  demographic  information  as  previously  described  
in this research design. Participants also had the option of not answering any particular 
questions or removing themselves from the study at any point for any reason whatsoever. 
Finally, participants were given the opportunity to review the draft analysis and correct 
any factual inaccuracies.  
Data Gathering Procedures 
Prior to collecting any data, I received approval from both Boston College and the 
Groveland Public Schools. Two clear interview protocols were established (one for 
teachers and one for administrators) so that participants could be provided not only with a 
comprehensive description of the purpose of the study but also of the interview itself so 
-72- 
 
that they could provide informed consent for participation (copies of these interview 
protocols are annexed hereto as Appendices A and B).  
Permission to Conduct Study 
In order to gather data for this study obtained permission from both the 
Institutional Review Board at Boston College and the Groveland Public Schools. I also 
had the consent of all interview subjects and the cooperation of the school district in 
producing quantitative data.  
Upon the approval of this proposal, the proposed study was submitted to the 
Groveland  superintendent  for  the  district’s  review  and  approval. I offered to meet with 
designated officials to explain details, address concerns, and plan the formats for 
obtaining data and communicating with schools and faculty. Upon receiving written 
approval  from  the  Groveland  schools,  the  “Application  for  Approval  of  a  Research  
Project  Involving  Human  Subjects”  was submitted to the Boston College Institutional 
Review Board (IRB). It is only upon approval from both the school district and the IRB 
that I began the process of obtaining consent from the participants.  
I communicated with each potential subject in writing regarding the scope of this 
study, the selection process, and the fact that they were selected to be interviewed. This 
communication also included the detailed consent form required by the IRB (a copy of 
which is annexed hereto as Appendix C). I offered to communicate directly with each 
subject individually, either in person or via the phone, to answer any potential questions 
or address their concerns regarding the data collection. Once the subject agreed to 
participate in the study, an interview was scheduled.  
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Interview Protocols 
Interviews were conducted during the fall of 2012 and the winter of 2013 by the 
researcher in the participant’s  offices  or  classrooms  within  the school. Interviews lasted 
approximately one hour and followed semi-structured interview guides. These guides 
provided a set of structured questions to be asked of all subjects, allowing for participants 
to address areas of concern that the researcher may not have previously anticipated. The 
guide was tested in a pilot study with three (3) educators in an effort to maximize its 
effectiveness. Throughout the pilot study, whenever interviews deviated from the 
structured format, the researcher made  note of the specific follow-up questions that were 
asked and incorporated these questions into the final interview guide. This procedure was 
repeated during the actual interview process, through the taking of methodological notes 
to record deviations from the structure and to incorporate the changes into all future 
interviews for purposes of meaningful data analysis (Charmaz, 2000).  
Each interview was digitally recorded with the participant’s  consent. The 
interviews were then transcribed  by  a  transcription  service  in  order  to  ensure  “primary  
descriptive  validity”  of  the  interview  data  upon  which  analyses  were conducted 
(Maxwell, 1992). Transcripts were identified by participant number. A modified key, that 
does  not  include  the  subject’s  name,  was  used to code each transcript according to the 
participants’  qualifying  characteristics  (e.g., race, gender, position). In addition, the 
researcher took field notes during the interview that included observational notes 
regarding  the  “who,  what,  when  and  where”  of  the  circumstances  as  well  as  theoretical  
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notes that interpreted the observations to assist in the further development of an analytical 
scheme (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  
Document Review 
Working with district and school administrators, I attempted to identify and 
collect the VHS mission statement as well as any school or district policies relating to 
student promotion and retention. I also identified any school or district policies and 
practices relating to race, including, but not limited to, any anti-discrimination statements 
promulgated by the school or district as well as any professional development programs 
the school or district has engaged to address issues related to the accountability 
requirements of NCLB/MERA (e.g., test preparation), improved instruction, dropout 
prevention, and racial discrimination. Finally, monitoring reports to the state department 
of education and the Office for Civil Rights were also requested,  including reports of the 
Massachusetts Department of Education Program Quality Assurance Services along with 
any other reports that have been generated by monitoring or reviewing agencies. To the 
greatest extent possible, these policies and program descriptions were collected from the 
school district.  
Method of Data Analysis 
For this study I used a grounded theory framework to develop a descriptive 
analysis of the interrelations between and among perceptions of the AYP provisions of 
NCLB, race, and implementation of these policies, specifically the practice of retention. I 
examined and coded the data from interviews in order to generate theories regarding the 
relationships among and between the various factors of race, AYP demands, and policy 
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implementation. These relationships lead to common themes and trends that were 
compared and contrasted with data collected from other sources (Glaser & Straus, 1967; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To construct meaning from the interview data, I not only 
compared and contrasted the views of various respondents and categories of respondent 
but also analyzed the responses of individual subjects for internal consistency (Charmaz, 
2000). Subject responses were analyzed through an open coding process, whereby 
differences and similarities in the responses were identified (Corbin & Strauss, 1998). 
After identifying discrete concepts in the data, I engaged in a process of axial coding 
(Corbin & Strauss, 1998) to define relationships between the concepts. For example, do 
the ELA teachers have different preconceived notions from the math teachers? Do the 
teachers have different perceptions than the administrators or are the school personnel 
more  alike  than  different?  Do  perceptions  vary  based  upon  the  subjects’  race?  These  
relationships were then be tested against the remaining data to see if they hold true. 
Finally, through a selective coding procedure, I identified core categories and 
relationships to develop and integrate the coding from the previous stages into a coherent 
theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1998).  
In addition, school and district documents and program descriptions regarding 
student promotion and/or race were examined and reviewed for any stated policies or 
procedures that may be discriminatory on their face or for any potential loop-holes that 
may  allow  students  to  “fall  through  the  cracks. ”  Likewise,  these  documents  were 
reviewed with an eye toward any protections designed to avoid discriminatory treatment 
or impact. The contents of these documents was compared with the data collected 
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through the interview process, looking for points of consistency as well as instances 
where reported practice may deviate from stated policy.  
By collecting data from teachers and administrators as well as analyzing school 
and district documents I was able to triangulate my findings for increased validity. 
Furthermore, as the interviews were conducted and the data analyzed simultaneously, a 
comparative analysis approach was possible to develop and test hypotheses as the study 
progressed. This recursive and inductive process of generating theories from the data 
allowed for more authentic data and guarded against researcher bias, which in turn 
improved the reliability of my findings (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1998). While the 
results are limited given that interview subjects must agree to participate, the recursive 
analysis combined with a review and analysis of the pertinent documents illuminates the 
relationship between increased accountability, race, retention and dropout.  
Conclusion 
In this time of heightened accountability the public is bombarded with purely 
statistical evidence of student performance and school district outcomes. These data, 
however, fail to make the necessary connections between the contributing factors and the 
reported results – connections that can only be further explicated by more meaningful and 
powerful qualitative information. The qualitative approach I have chosen is particularly 
well suited for this type of investigation (Maxwell, 2004-a).  
In the following chapter I will present my data and the findings from my analysis. 
The archival data regarding retention and dropout rates will be reported in a narrative 
format to lay the foundation for the findings from my interviews. The qualitative data 
-77- 
 
from interviews will be reported as thematic selections from the narratives, organized by 
common themes generated from the data analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
Introduction 
As set forth in detail above, the purpose of this study was to begin to understand 
the potential paradoxical effect the imposition of high-stakes assessment and related 
accountability systems may be having on children of color. Beginning with the 
achievement mandates set forth in NCLB and continuing with current initiatives to 
evaluate not only schools but also individual teachers and principals based on student 
achievement as measured by standardized tests, accountability and its attendant sanctions 
have taken center stage in education policy discussions across the country.  
NCLB increased the role of the  federal  government  in  the  education  of  America’s  
children, raising the standards of performance for all children in all schools, and holding 
schools accountable for the achievement of all students. Under the law, schools, districts, 
and states were required, for the first time, to make adequate yearly progress (AYP), not 
only in the aggregate but also for certain subgroups of students, including racial and 
linguistic minorities, children with disabilities and students who are economically 
disadvantaged. Schools that fail to make the requisite AYP risk exposure to a host of 
sanctions,  including  being  labeled  “in  need  of  improvement,”  replacing  principals  and  
staff, or state take-over. More recently, as a result of the recent Race to the Top initiative 
and corresponding state legislation, school districts in Massachusetts must now include 
student achievement on standardized tests as an element of teacher and principal 
performance evaluations in order to qualify for certain federal money.  
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While these accountability goals are laudable, and holding schools and teachers 
accountable for the performance of all subgroups of children is necessary to reduce the 
achievement gap, the imposition of accountability measures alone may not be sufficient 
to reach the goal. The use of standardized assessments to measure student progress may 
be causing detrimental effects on students in racial minority groups. Historically, such 
students do not perform as well on standardized assessments as do their white peers. This 
discrepancy in performance, combined with other factors such as racially biased 
preconceptions on the part of educators with regard to student performance, lack of 
resources and support for the most challenged schools, and teachers being left on their 
own to determine how best to meet student needs without any guidance or targeted 
professional development, could be creating unintended negative effects for students of 
color.  
There has been extensive research on high-stakes assessment and the disparate 
impact of standardized assessments on children in racial minority groups (e.g., Hilliard, 
2003; Hunter & Bartee, 2003; Baker, 2001; Johnson, Boyden & Pittz, 2001; Clarke, 
Haney, & Madaus, 2000; Heubert & Hauser, 1999). In addition, there has been 
considerable investigation of the long-term effects of retaining students in grade, 
particularly its high correlation with dropout rates (e.g., Jimerson, 2001; McCoy & 
Reynolds, 1999; Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Pierson & Connell, 1992). Indeed, as Haney 
and his colleagues (2005) note in their work on the education pipeline, one of the easiest 
ways for schools and teachers to improve aggregate test scores is to remove students who 
are not able to pass the test, including retaining-in-grade such students the year before 
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they are required to take the test. These effects may be further compounded at the high 
school level, where regulations designed to implement NCLB require that students pass a 
test in order to graduate, particularly given that graduation rate is a factor in measuring 
overall school performance.  
This study expanded upon the prior research by investigating the interaction 
between and among numerous factors related to the implementation of NCLB—(i) the 
sanctions utilized in the implementation of the AYP provisions of NCLB and related 
Massachusetts laws; (ii) the preconceived notions of school personnel; and (iii) racially 
disproportionate retention in grade and/or dropout for students of color, particularly in the 
9th grade. The investigation of this issue specifically addressed two critical questions for 
one mid-sized, low-performing district in Massachusetts: 
 How do teachers and administrators explain increased retention in the 9th 
grade? 
 How do teachers and administrators explain increased dropout rates in the 
high school years? 
The following represents the findings on these two issues and related topics that 
arose during the course of the data collection.  
The investigation of the research questions described above included (i) a review 
of archival data regarding retention and dropout rates at the research site; (ii) document 
analysis of school and district policies regarding promotion and retention, policies related 
to race, and any state or federal monitoring reports; and (iii) interviews with 
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administrators, English language arts (ELA), and math teachers focusing on the perceived 
interactions between and among race, increased accountability, retention and dropout.  
Research Site 
The School and Community 
Valley High School is a challenged school that has been identified as needing 
improvement since the 2003-04 school year. Although located on a relatively main street, 
the area surrounding the school evidences the economic decline of Groveland. There are 
many abandoned stores and boarded-up homes as well as several run-down hotels that are 
often used as shelters for families. The main street is also dotted with business that cater 
to (or take advantage of) individuals who are economically disadvantaged, such as check-
cashing establishments, convenience stores/mini-marts and fast-food restaurants. During 
each of several visits to the school people of all ages, from young children to the elderly, 
were seen on the sidewalks and street corners with no apparent purpose (e.g., not at a bus 
stop, not moving from one location to the next) during the school day.  
The school itself is a combination of an old building and new construction. The 
entrance to the school and the main office are located in the original structure, as were all 
of the classrooms in which interviews were conducted. The hallways and classrooms are 
in relatively decent repair, although the windows all appeared permanently fogged over 
and it is unknown whether they open or not. The desks and chairs in the classrooms were 
in relative states of disrepair, some broken completely (e.g., desks removed from chairs) 
and others covered in graffiti. Although many interview subjects reported chaos in the 
hallways, that behavior was never observed. There were moments where hallways 
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became loud, as would be expected in a high school, but this observer did not see 
anything out of the ordinary with respect to transition between classes. On several 
occasions, however, interviews were disrupted for requests for assistance removing 
students or intervention in student fights. None of this behavior was actually observed by 
this investigator.  
The Students 
Student Demographics 
According to the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education School/District Profile data available on its website (DESE, 2013-a), the total 
student population at Valley High School has decreased over the past 10 years from 
approximately 1,700 students in 2003 to just over 1,200 students in 2013. DESE (2013) 
reports  that  the  school’s  racial  demographics  have  changed  slightly  over  this  time  period 
as well. The African American student population has decreased from over 35% (roughly 
600 students) to approximately 23% (roughly 275 students). The Hispanic population has 
remained relatively constant in terms of actual number of students enrolled 
(approximately 800 students). As a percentage of the total school population, however, 
the Hispanic population has increased 1.4 times (from just over 48% in 2003 to almost 
67% in 2012). Although these shifts mirror what has been happening in the school 
district, it should be noted that a black or Hispanic student is slightly more likely to 
attend Valley High School than would be expected (based on the percentage of these 
populations in the school district) while white students are almost two times less likely to 
attend Valley High School than would be expected.  
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Despite the decline in student population, there has been a significant increase in 
the population of students with high needs over the past 10 years. The percentage of 
students whose first language is not English has more than doubled, from approximately 
15% (roughly 250 students) in 2003 to close to 40% (over 480 students) in 2013 (DESE, 
2013-b). Similarly, the percentage of students who are limited English proficient has 
tripled.13 These populations together now make up almost 65% of the student population 
at Valley High School (over 780 students), as compared to only 43% of the school 
district’s  population  (see  Figure  1). Indeed, the percentage of such students in every other 
traditional high school in Groveland is less than 50%, with an average of approximately 
41%.  
  
                                                 
13 Although interview subjects reported that Spanish was the most prevalent primary language for 
students whose first language was not English, it is not the only one. Other non-English primary languages 
include Vietnamese and Somali.  
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Figure 1. Percentage of students who are English language learners at Valley High 
School, other high schools in the district, Groveland and the State in 2003 as compared to 
2013. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-b.  
 
Likewise, DESE (2013-b) reports that the percentage of students with disabilities 
has increased 1.5 times during this same time period, from approximately 17% in 2003 
(roughly 290 students) to approximately 25% (just over 300 students) in 2012 while in 
the school district as a whole, the percentage of students with disabilities has remained 
relatively constant (see Figure 2). In the other traditional high schools in the district, the 
percentage of students with disabilities has also remained constant or, in some instances, 
decreased.  
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Figure 2. Percentage of students with disabilities at Valley High School, other high 
schools in the district, Groveland and the State in 2004 as compared to 2013. Data 
obtained from DESE, 2013-b.  
 
Lastly, while DESE (2013-b) reports that the actual number of students at Valley 
High  School  who  are  identified  as  “low-income”  has  decreased  from  just  over  1,250  
students in 2003 to just over 1,000 students in 2013, as a percentage of the total school 
population,  students  identified  as  “low-income”  have  increased  from  approximately  74%  
in 2003 to over 85% in 2013. Although  the  increase  in  the  percentage  of  “low  income”  
students is not as dramatic at Valley High School as it has been in the other traditional 
high schools in the district (primarily because Valley High School has always had a 
significant percentage of low income students), Valley High School still has a greater 
percentage of such students than the other traditional high schools (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Percentage  of  students  identified  as  “low  income”  at  Valley  High  School,  other  
high schools in the district, Groveland and the State in 2003 as compared to 2013. Data 
obtained from DESE, 2013-b.  
 
These demographic statistics, when reviewed in their totality, indicate the 
population of students attending Valley High School has become increasingly a 
population of students with higher needs, such as students whose first language is not 
English, students with disabilities and students who are economically disadvantaged (see 
Figure 4). Moreover, as demonstrated in Figures 1, 2 and 3 above, this trend is in direct 
contrast to what has been occurring in the other traditional high schools in Groveland.  
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Figure 4. Trend in the percentage of students at Valley High School identified as English 
language learners, having disabilities, or low income from 2003 to 2013. Data obtained 
from DESE, 2013-b.  
 
Attendance/Mobility 
The challenges facing Valley High School are further exacerbated by student 
attendance rates. Since the 2005-06 school year (the first year DESE began reporting this 
data), Groveland has had a truancy rate (defined by DESE as the percent of students with 
more than nine unexcused absences in a given school year) (DESE, 2013-c) significantly 
greater than that of the state, from a high of approximately 38% to a low, as reported for 
the most recent school year, of approximately 22% (see Figure 4) (DESE, 2013-d). The 
truancy rate Statewide has hovered around 2% for all the years in question, with the 
exception  of  the  most  recent  school  year  where  the  State’s  truancy  rate  rose  to  5%. 
Currently, DESE (2103-d) reports that Groveland has a truancy rate more than four times 
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that of the State average. This problem is even more pronounced at Valley High School, 
where at its peak in the 2010-11 school year, the truancy rate reached almost 70% (1.3 
times the average for the other traditional high schools in the district for that school year, 
2.5 times that the district average and more than 27 times the State average for the same 
time period) .  
As Figure 5 demonstrates, the truancy rate at Valley High School has been 
trending upward since the 2005-06 school year while at the same time trending 
downward not only in the other traditional high schools in Groveland, but in the district 
overall.  
 
 
Figure 5. Trend in the percentage of students identified as truant at Valley High School, 
other high schools in the district, Groveland and the State from 2006 to 2012. Data 
obtained from DESE, 2013-d.  
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The movement of students in and out of the Groveland public schools is also 
significantly higher than that of the State. DESE reports student movement through two 
different measures: Attrition and Mobility. Attrition rates measure the number of students 
who are enrolled as of the last day of instruction in one school year but who are no longer 
enrolled in the same school (or district in the case of district attrition reporting) as of 
October 1 of the following year (DESE, 2013-c). In Groveland approximately 6. 5% of 
the students enrolled on the last day of school in the 2011-12 school year did not remain 
in the school district for the 2012-13 school year (DESE, 2013-e). This is 2.5 times the 
rate of attrition Statewide. At the high school level, attrition is even more problematic. 
For the 2011-12 school year, as reported by DESE (2013-e) over 6% of the 9th graders in 
Groveland did not remain in the school district for the 2012-13 school year. The same is 
true for over 5. 5% of the 10th graders and over 4% of the 11th graders. At Valley High 
School, the numbers are astounding. Twenty percent of the 9th graders at Valley High 
School, close to 100 students, in the 2011-12 school year did not remain at Valley High 
School in the 2012-13 school year. The same is true for approximately 15% of the 10th 
grade students (roughly 45 students) and 11% of the 11th grade students (roughly 43 
students). Overall, 16% of the students at Valley High School, roughly 180 students, in 
the 2011-12 school year did not return in the 2012-13 school year (not including those 
who graduated) (DESE, 2013-e). This is more than three times the attrition rate for the 
district and over eight times the attrition rate for the State. Valley High School also has 
the highest rate of attrition among the traditional high schools in Groveland. The 9th 
grade attrition rate at Valley High School is four times that of the other traditional high 
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schools. In the 10th grade, the attrition rate at Valley High School is approximately 2.5 
times greater than that of the other traditional high schools and in the 11th grade the 
attrition rate at Valley High School is almost twice that of the other traditional high 
schools. Overall, as reported by DESE (2013-e),Valley  High  School’s  attrition  rate  is  
almost three times greater than that of the other traditional high schools. Indeed, the 
attrition rate at Valley High School has increased since the 2009-10 school year (the first 
year this data was collected and reported by DESE) while it has been declining at all 
other traditional high schools (see Figure 6).  
 
 
Figure 6. Percentage of students not in the same school/district from one school year to 
the next at Valley High School, other high schools in the district, Groveland and the State 
in 2012 as compared to 2013. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-e.  
 
-91- 
 
DESE’s  measure  of  student  mobility  looks  at  students  transferring  into  or  out  of  
public schools over the course of a school year. DESE uses three different methods to 
capture student mobility: (i) Intake Rate (or transfer-in rate), which measures the number 
of students that enroll in the school or the district after the beginning of the year; (ii) 
Churn Rate, which measures the number of students transferring into or out of a public 
school or district throughout the school year; and (iii) Stability Rate, which measures how 
many students remain in a school or district throughout the school year (DESE, 2013-c).  
A review of the intake rate shows that the percentage of students who enroll at 
Valley High School after the beginning of the year, has almost doubled from 
approximately 16% in 2008 to almost 30% in 2012 (DESE, 2013-f). During the same 
time period, the intake rate in Groveland has remained relatively constant at around 13%, 
while the intake rate at the other traditional high schools has decreased slightly, from 
roughly 10% in 2008 to 7% in 2012 (see Figure 7).  
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Figure 7. Percentage of students entering the school/district after the start of the school 
year at Valley High School, other high schools in the district, Groveland and the State in 
2008 as compared to-2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-f.  
 
A review of the stability rates reveals a similar picture, with a 68% stability rate at 
Valley High School in 2012 (approximately 800 students remaining in the school for the 
entire year) that had decreased from 78% in 2008 (almost 1100 students remaining in the 
school for the entire year) (DESE, 2013-f). The stability rate at Valley High School is 
markedly lower than that of the State (94. 8%), the district (85%) and each of the other 
traditional high schools (the average stability rate at the other traditional high schools 
(83%) is similar to that of the district as a whole), all of which have remained relatively 
constant since 2008 (see Figure 8).  
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Figure 8. Percentage of students who stayed in the school/district for the entire school 
year at Valley High School, other high schools in the district, Groveland and the State in 
2008 as compared to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-f.  
 
Perhaps most revealing is the student churn rate at Valley High School. The 
percentage of students who are mobile during the school year (either transferring in or out 
of the school) at Valley High School far exceeds that of the district or the state and the 
difference has been growing since 2008. In 2008, approximately 30% of the students at 
Valley High School were mobile, as compared to only 23% in Groveland and 10% in the 
state (DESE, 2013-f). Indeed, the churn rate at Valley High School exceeded that of the 
other traditional high schools as well, where there was only a 20% churn rate (see Figure 
9). As problematic as this was in 2008, by 2012 DESE (2013-f) reported that the churn 
rate at Valley High School (44%) was almost double that of Groveland (23%) and almost 
2.5 times greater than that of the other traditional high schools (19%). Plainly stated, this 
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means that almost half of the students at Valley High School either transferred into or out 
of the school during the 2011-12 school year. 
 
 
Figure 9. Percentage of students who either enter or exit the school/district during the 
school year at Valley High School, other high schools in the district, Groveland and the 
State in 2008 as compared to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-f.  
 
Significantly, while the student attrition depicted in Figure 6  occurs  at  year’s  end,  
Figures 7, 8 and 9 demonstrate that students are leaving the classroom on a rolling basis 
throughout the year, opening seats for students who are new to the district or who may 
leave other traditional high schools for a variety of reasons. Indeed, Figure 7 plainly 
demonstrates that the number of students who remain in Valley High School for an entire 
school year is decreasing (while the same is not true for the other traditional high 
schools). As a result, teachers at Valley High School are facing more and more new 
-95- 
 
students for whom basic concepts may need be reviewed and lessons taught again, 
thereby disrupting the instruction for all students. Figure 10 provides a synopsis of the 
student mobility teachers at Valley High School are faced with.  
 
 
Figure 10. Trend in the percentage of students at VHS who move during the school year 
(Intake and Churn) or between school years (Attrition) and the resulting decline in 
Stability (students who remain in the school for an entire year). Data obtained from 
DESE, 2013-f.  
 
Test Scores 
As indicated above, Valley High School is a consistently low performing school 
that  has  been  identified  by  the  state  as  “Level  4”  school,  which  DESE  describes  as  “the  
state’s  most  struggling  schools  based  on  an  analysis of four-year trends in absolute 
achievement,  student  growth  and  improvement  trends  as  measured  by  MCAS”  (DESE,  
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2013-j). A review of the MCAS scores at Valley High School over the past four years 
indicates disjointed progress, with the most promising news in English language arts.  
With regard to the performance of grade 10 students on the English language arts 
assessment, the percentage of students  who  receive  an  “advanced”  rating  has  stayed  
relatively constant at 5% over the past four years. As demonstrated in Figure 11, the 
number  of  students  receiving  a  “proficient”  rating,  however  has  increased  steadily  from  
just under 40% in 2009 to almost 50% in 2012 (DESE, 2013-k). Further, while the 
percentage  of  students  receiving  a  “needs  improvement”  rating  has  remained  relatively  
constant,  around  40%,  the  percentage  of  students  receiving  a  “failing”  rating  has  steadily  
decreased, from approximately 20% in 2009 to only 10% in 2012, indicating that students 
may  be  advancing  from  “failing”  to  “needs  improvement”  and  from  “needs  
improvement”  to  “proficient”  (see  Figure  11).  
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Figure 11. Trend in the percentage of Valley High School students receiving a rating of 
Advanced, Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on the 10th Grade English language 
arts assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-k.  
 
In mathematics, however, the percentage of grade 10 students at Valley High 
School receiving  an  “advanced”  rating  has  steadily  decreased  from  approximately  10%  in  
2009 to just over 5% in 2012 while, at the same time the percentage of students receiving 
a  “failing”  rating  has  increased  from  approximately  35%  in  2009  to  close  to  50%  in  2012  
(see Figure 12). At  the  same  time,  the  percentage  of  students  receiving  a  “needs  
improvement”  rating  has  decreased  from  almost  40%  in  2009  to  just  under  30%  in  2012  
while  the  percentage  of  students  receiving  a  “proficient”  rating  has  remained  relatively  
constant at about 18% (see Figure 12). Unfortunately, these trends indicate movement in 
the wrong direction with regard to mathematics achievement.  
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Figure 12. Trend in the percentage of Valley High School students receiving a rating of 
Advanced, Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on the 10th Grade mathematics 
assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-k.  
 
In science and technology, DESE (2013-k) reports indicate that only 1% of the 
students  at  Valley  High  School  have  achieved  an  “advanced”  rating,  and  this  percentage  
has not changed since 2009. As indicated in Figure 13, the percentage of students 
achieving  a  “proficient”  rating  in  science  and  technology  has  also  remained  relatively  
constant at about 15% while the percentage of students  receiving  a  “needs  improvement”  
rating has increased from just over 30% in 2009 to almost 45% in 2012. At the same 
time,  the  percentage  of  students  receiving  a  “failing”  rating  has  decreased  from  just  over  
50% in 2009 to just over 40% in 2012, indicating that students may be moving from the 
“failing”  category  to  “needs  improvement”  (see  Figure  13).  
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Figure 13. Trend in the percentage of Valley High School students receiving a rating of 
Advanced, Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on the 10th Grade science and 
technology assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-k.  
 
While not all bad news, these disjointed outcomes do not mirror the more 
consistent progress in student achievement demonstrated across Groveland . The 
percentage of 10th  grade  students  receiving  an  “advanced”  rating  in  English  language  arts  
and mathematics has increased over the past four years (see Figure 14) while the 
percentage  of  10th  grade  receiving  a  “proficient”  rating  in  both  subject  areas  has  
remained relatively constant (see Figure 15). At the same time, the percentage of 10th 
grade  students  receiving  a  “needs  improvement”  rating  or  a  “failing”  rating  in  English  
language arts has decreased (see Figure 14). Similarly, the percentage of 10th grade 
students receiving  a  “needs  improvement”  rating  in  mathematics  has  decreased  while  the  
percentage  of  students  receiving  a  “failing”  rating  has  remained  relatively  constant  (see  
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Figure 15). These  numbers  indicate  that  students  are  moving  into  the  “proficient”  and  
“advanced”  rating  categories  for  English  language  arts  and  from  the  “needs  
improvement”  rating  category  into  the  “advanced”  and  “proficient”  categories  for  
mathematics.  
 
 
 
Figure 14. Trend in the percentage of Groveland students receiving a rating of Advanced, 
Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on the 10th Grade English language arts 
assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-k.  
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Figure 15. Trend in the percentage of Groveland students receiving a rating of Advanced, 
Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on the 10th Grade mathematics assessment 
from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-k.  
 
The achievement picture for science and technology in Groveland is slightly 
different. There, the percentage of 10th grade students receiving  “advanced”  and  
“proficient”  ratings  has  remained  relatively  constant  while  the  percentage  of  students  
receiving  a  “needs  improvement  rating”  has  increased  dramatically  with  a  concomitant  
decrease  in  the  percentage  of  students  receiving  a  “failing”  rating, indicating students are 
moving  from  the  “failing”  rating  category  to  “needs  improvement”  (see  Figure  16).  
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Figure 16. Trend in the percentage of Groveland students receiving a rating of Advanced, 
Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on the 10th Grade science and technology 
assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 2013-k.  
 
When analyzed in comparison to the other traditional high schools in Groveland, 
however, the results at Valley High School become a little more concerning with regard 
to English language arts and mathematics. The percent of 10th grade students in the other 
traditional  high  schools  achieving  a  rating  of  “advanced”  or  “proficient”  in  both  English  
language arts and mathematics has trended upward over the past four years, while at the 
same  time  the  percentage  of  students  achieving  a  rating  of  “needs  improvement”  or  
“failing”  has  trended  downward  (see  Figures  17  and  18).  
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Figure 17. Trend in the percentage of students in other traditional high schools in 
Groveland receiving a rating of Advanced, Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on 
the 10th Grade English language arts assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from 
DESE, 2013-k.  
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Figure 18. Trend in the percentage of students at other traditional high schools in 
Groveland receiving a rating of Advanced, Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on 
the 10th Grade mathematics assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained from DESE, 
2013-k.  
 
For science and technology, the picture at the other traditional high schools is 
similar to that at Valley High School and across the district. Namely, the percentage of 
10th  grade  students  achieving  a  rating  of  “advanced”  has  remained  relatively  constant  
and quite low with a higher, constant percentage of students achieving a rating of 
“proficient”  (see  Figure  19). The percentage of 10th grade students at the other traditional 
high  schools  achieving  a  rating  of  “needs  improvement,”  however,  has  been  steadily  
increasing  while  the  percentage  of  students  achieving  a  rating  of  “failing”  has  been  
declining (see Figure 19). While this mirrors the trend seen at Valley High School, the 
differences are more striking at the other traditional high schools.  
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Figure 19. Trend in the percentage of students in other traditional high schools in 
Groveland receiving a rating of Advanced, Proficient, Needs Improvement or Failing on 
the 10th Grade science and technology assessment from 2009 to 2012. Data obtained 
from DESE, 2013-k.  
 
In sum, the test score story at Valley High School is not all bleak. As of 2012, 
most of the students taking the 10th grade English language arts assessment were scoring 
in  the  “proficient”  category,  similar  to  the  rest  of  the  district  (see  Figures  11,  14  and  17). 
In mathematics, however, most of the Valley High School students  were  “failing”  the  
10th grade math assessment, while across the district most students were scoring in the 
“needs  improvement”  category  and  at  the  other  traditional  high  schools,  most  students  
were  scoring  in  the  “proficient”  category  (see  Figures 12, 15 and 18). Science and 
technology is clearly the weakest area academically across Groveland, with the majority 
of all students (including just those at Valley High School or just those at the other 
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traditional  high  schools)  scoring  in  the  “needs  improvement”  category  (see  Figures  13,  16  
and 19).  
Retention/Dropout/Graduation 
Groveland has always retained students at a rate almost three times that of the 
statewide average. Valley High School, however, has historically retained students at an 
even higher rate, almost three times that of the Groveland average. After the 
implementation of NCLB, Valley High School first saw a jump in its retention rate 
during the 2003-04 school year of almost four percentage points (DESE, 2013-d). While 
the rate dropped again significantly in the following year (almost seven percentage 
points) it has been trending upward ever since (see Figure 20). In the 2011-12 school year 
(the last year for which such data is available), Valley High School retained 
approximately 25% (or 300) of its students, more than 1.5 times that of the other 
traditional high schools combined, three times that of the Groveland average and more 
than 13 times that of the statewide average (DESE, 2013-d).14 Although DESE does not 
report retention data disaggregated by grade level, additional information regarding the 
rate of retention for students in the ninth grade at Valley High School was collected via 
interviews and will be discussed below.  
                                                 
14  Although DESE does not report retention data disaggregated by grade level, additional information 
regarding the rate of retention for students in the ninth grade at Valley High School was collected via 
interviews and will be discussed in the context of interview findings. 
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Figure 20. The percentage of students retained in grade at Valley High School, other high 
Schools in the district, Groveland and the State in 2003 as compared to 2012. Data 
obtained from DESE, 2013-d.  
 
Equally concerning is the reported dropout rate at Valley High School, which has 
increased dramatically since 2003.15 Of particular note is the four percentage point 
increase from 2003 to 2004 (DESE, 2013-d). Although the dropout rate in Groveland has 
also been generally increasing since 2003 (and was initially higher than that of Valley 
High School), the change has not been as dramatic. The most recent dropout rate reported 
by DESE (2013-d), for the 2011-12 school year, indicates that over 13% of Valley High 
School students (over 150 students) were dropping out of school. While this is significant 
in that it represents a decrease of almost five percentage points from the 2010-11 school 
                                                 
15  “Dropout”  data  reported  in  this  section  is  based  on  information  reported  to  DESE  by  the  school  
district.  DESE  defines  “dropout”  as  the  percentage  of  students  in  grades  9-12 who dropped out of school 
between July 1 and June 30 and who did not return to school prior to October 1 of the following year. 
Dropouts are students who leave school prior to graduation for reasons other than transfer to another school 
(DESE, 2013-c). 
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year, the dropout rate at Valley High School is still the highest among the traditional high 
schools in the district (more than 1.6 times greater than the average of the other 
traditional high school combined and almost 1.4 times greater than the district-wide 
average). It is also five times greater than the statewide average (see Figure 21).  
 
 
Figure 21. The percentage of students who drop out of school at Valley High School, 
other high schools in the district, Groveland and the State in 2003 as Compared to 2012. 
Data obtained from DESE, 2013-d.  
 
Correspondingly, the graduation rate at Valley High School has decreased 
precipitously since 2006 (when graduation rate was first reported by DESE)16 (see Figure 
22). In 2006, the four-year graduation rate reported by DESE (2013-g) for Valley High 
School, which accounts both for students who transfer out and those who transfer in, was 
                                                 
16  DESE has used the same graduation rate formula for all years reported herein. Accordingly, the 
limitation that may exist regarding dropout rate, where it is not clear the definition has been consistent (as 
discussed in Chapter 2), does not exist for graduation rate.  
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approximately 47% (students who graduate with regular high school diplomas). In 2012, 
this number was down to 36%. Again, while this represents an increase from the 2010-11 
school year of approximately five percentage points, the graduation rate still lags that of 
all other traditional high schools in the district (almost 1.8 times lower than the average 
of all other traditional high schools), is 1.6 times lower than that of the district average 
(56%) and almost 2.5 times lower than that of the state (DESE, 2013-g).  
 
 
Figure 22. Four-year cohort graduation rate at Valley High School, other high schools in 
the district, Groveland and the State in 2006 as compared to 2012. Data obtained from 
DESE, 2013-g.  
 
In summary, the trends in student outcomes at Valley High School, specifically 
retention in grade, drop out rate and graduation rate, are discouraging. While the rate of 
retention and drop out have been steadily increasing, there has been a precipitous decline 
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in the four-year graduation rate (see Figure 23). And, as set forth above, this is ocurring 
over a period of time during which the percentage of students with high needs at Valley 
High School has continued to increase (see Figure 4) as has the rate of student mobility 
(see Figure 10). While these trends are not in direct conflict with what is happening in 
Groveland overall there is some disconnect with what is happening at the other traditional 
high schools in Groveland. This is of particular concern given that black and Hispanic 
students are more likely to attend Valley High School than the other traditional high 
schools.  
 
 
Figure 23. Trend in percentage of students retained in grade and dropping out of Valley 
High School from 2003 to 2012 as compared to the trend in percentage of students 
graduating from Valley High School in four years from 2006 to 2012. Data obtained from 
DESE, 2013-d and DESE, 2013-g.  
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The Staff 
Valley High School has had six different principals in the last 10 years. Staffing at 
the school has also been problematic. The most apparent issue is the racial composition 
of the school staff, which is predominantly white—65% of the staff, as reported by full-
time equivalents (FTEs) are white (as compared to less than 8% of the student 
population). Only 15% FTEs are Hispanic (as compared to 67% of the student 
population) and 14% FTEs are African-American (as compared to 23% of the student 
population) (DESE, 2013-h). Data on the languages spoken by the staff at Valley High 
School was not available.  
In the 2003-04 school year there were over 130 teachers at Valley High School, 
there are now only about 85 teachers. Even with the decline in enrollment discussed 
above, this has created an increased student/teacher ratio. In 2004 there were 
approximately 13 students per teacher at Valley High School and now there are almost 15 
students per teacher. Although these numbers had been declining for a few years, the 
ratio began increasing again in the 2011-12 school year and generally have exceeded that 
of the district (currently the district student/teacher ratio is only 12 students per teacher) 
(DESE, 2013-i).  
More significant than student/teacher ratio, however, are the qualifications of the 
staff. Currently, only 85% of the teachers at Valley High School are licensed in the area 
of their teaching assignment, as compared to 90% in the other traditional high schools, 
94% in the district and 97. 5% in the state. This percentage improves tremendously when 
just the core classes are examined, with 96% of the core subjects taught by teachers who 
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are  “highly  qualified,”  (meaning  the  teachers  hold  a  valid  Massachusetts license and 
demonstrate subject matter competency in the areas they teach) (DESE, 2013-c), but even 
in this measure, Valley High School lags behind all of the other traditional high schools 
in Groveland (DESE, 2013-i).  
Finally, while DESE does  not  report  data  on  the  teachers’  years  of  experience,  
there was a belief among the interview participants that many of the teachers in the 
school are relatively new to the profession.  
School and District Policies 
Student Assignment Policies, Processes and Procedures 
The Groveland Student Assignment Policy, adopted in 2012, is noticeably vague 
with regard to high school placement. Groveland purportedly maintains a high school 
choice program, through which students and families select the high school they believe 
to be the best fit for the child. The Student Assignment Policy, however, does not explain 
how  the  choice  process  works,  with  the  exception  of  stating  that  “online  balloting  process  
is  used  for  families  to  make  high  school  selections”  (p. 12). Notably, to be able to avail 
oneself of the school selection process, one must have access to a computer. Moreover, 
the process is driven by the student and the family, if the student and family are not aware 
of how the process works the student is not likely to be placed in a school of his or her 
choice, instead being sent to a school where openings remain after the matching process 
has been completed.  
Nor does the policy provide any information as to how students are matched with 
schools. Instead, the Student Assignment Policy contains a generic statement indicating 
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that  “[a]ssignments  are  made  based  upon  space  availability,  educational  needs,  Sibling  
Preference  Policy,  and  entrance  requirements”  (p. 12). There is no way a parent or a 
student would be able to determine, from the Student Assignment Policy itself, how it 
was they were matched with a particular high school. With  regard  to  the  district’s  
vocational  technical  high  school,  the  policy  states  that  “students  must  meet  approved  
admissions  criteria  or  successfully  appeal  for  entrance,”  but  neither  the  approved  
admissions criteria nor the procedures for appeal are explained (p. 11).  
Pupil Progression Plan 
In 2009, Groveland adopted a Pupil Progression Plan (which was later amended 
in 2011)  that  “defines  the  expectations  for  academic  progress  of  students  in  the  
[Groveland]  Public  Schools”  (p. 3). The policy outlines the placement of students at a 
particular grade level, the requirements that must be met for promotion, and the criteria 
for graduation. Of particular importance for this study, the Pupil Progression Plan 
provides  that  “[r]etention  of  a  student  at  the  Elementary  level  (grades  K-5) may occur 
only once, except upon special recommendation of the Principal and in consultation with 
both  the  Zone  Area  Improvement  Officer  and  the  Chief  Academic  Officer”  (p. 19). 
Simply stated, retention in the elementary grades is disfavored.  
For Middle School students (grades 6-8), the Pupil Progression Plan provides that 
“[s]tudents  who  fail  ELA,  math  or  science  must  attend  summer  school  to  be  promoted”  
(p. 23). However,  “[i]f  extenuating  circumstances  prevent  the  student  from  attending  
summer  school,”  the  student  may  still  be  promoted  “administratively”  when  “the  
student’s  best  interests  cannot  be  served  by  retention”  (p. 23). Such a promotion requires 
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a  “contract  that  explicitly  details  how  the  student  will  recover  the  missing  course”  (p. 23). 
Accordingly, even students who fail core subjects (math, ELA or science) can be 
promoted to the next grade at  the  principal’s  discretion. Significantly, the Pupil 
Progression  Plan  expressly  provides  for  the  “[a]dministrative  placement  of  a  student  from  
the  middle  school  to  the  high  school,”  meaning  students  who  have  failed  a  core  subject  in  
the 8th grade may be promoted administratively when it is determined that retention in 
grade  is  not  in  the  student’s  best  interest  (p. 24). Lastly, as is the case at the Elementary 
level,  it  is  plain  that  the  Pupil  Progression  Plan  disfavors  retention  as  “[r]etention  beyond  
one  year  at  the  middle  school  level  will  be  at  the  discretion  of  the  principal”  (p. 24).  
At the High School level (grades 9-12), the policy regarding retention of students 
in grade changes drastically. No longer are principals given discretion in the promotion of 
students. For a student to be promoted to the 10th grade (classified as a sophomore), the 
Pupil  Progression  Plan  requires  that  he  or  she  have  earned  “a  minimum  of  4. 5 credits 
including  1  credit  in  ELA  and  1  credit  in  math”  (p. 31).17 Similar requirements are in 
place for promotion to 11th grade and 12th. The Pupil Progression Plan requires that, to 
be classified as a junior, a student must have earned a minimum of 10 credits (including 
two in ELA and two in math), and to be classified as a senior a student must have earned 
a minimum of 17 credits (including three in ELA and three in math. ) (p. 31). To graduate 
from High School in 2012, a student must have earned 24 credits in the required courses 
and have met the competency determination in ELA, math and science as mandated by 
the State through MCAS.  
                                                 
17  One credit is the equivalent of one class. For example, to graduate high school a student must have 
four credits of English—English 9, 10, 11 and 12 (Groveland Pupil Progression Plan, p. 31). 
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The policy places no limits on how many times a student may be retained in grade 
at the High School level, rather the Pupil Progression Plan focuses on the requirements 
for promotion from one  grade  to  the  next,  stating  “[t]he  time  required  to  complete  senior  
high school (grades 9-12) will depend upon the time necessary to demonstrate 
proficiency in the objectives and the competencies of the courses studied and to earn the 
required  credits” (p. 31). Accordingly, high school students can be retained indefinitely 
until such time as they are able to pass the core classes, regardless of their prior 
performance in elementary or middle school.  
Attendance Policy 
In 2009, Groveland adopted an Attendance Policy that provides a student at any 
level may not accumulate more than 14 absences in any school year without academic 
consequences (the policy was later amended in 2011) (Groveland Public Schools, 2011-
b). At the Elementary level, the Attendance Policy  states  that  “[a]ny  student  who  
accumulates more than 14 absences [approved and unapproved] during the academic 
school year may be ineligible to  move  successfully  from  one  grade  to  the  next”  (p. 11) 
(emphasis added). The policy allows for some flexibility in approach, providing that 
individual circumstances will be considered with regard to promotion. At the Middle 
School level, flexibility in grading and subsequent promotion is limited. According to the 
Attendance Policy, a middle school student who is  “absent  more  than  a  total  of  14  days  
(unapproved)  in  an  academic  school  year…will receive  a  grade  of  Pending  Appeal”  (p. 9) 
(emphasis added). Such a student must file an appeal with the designated school staff and 
will only receive the earned letter grade for the courses at issue if the appeal is successful. 
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There is, however, still some room for the consideration of individual circumstances, as 
the  Attendance  Policy  provides  that  “[a]ny  student  who  accumulates  more  than  14  
absences during the academic school year will be ineligible to move successfully from 
one grade to the next unless there are validated extenuating circumstances or a successful 
appeal”  (p. 9) (emphasis added). Finally, at the High School level there is no room for 
flexibility in grading or subsequent promotion. A high school student who is absent more 
than 14 sessions in a full year course (or seven double block sessions in a semester 
course) receives no credit pending appeal. The Attendance Policy expressly states that 
“[a]ny  student  who accumulates more than 14 absences during the academic year will be 
ineligible to move successfully from one grade to the next unless there are validated 
extenuating circumstances and a  successful  appeal”  (p. 7) (emphasis added). In direct 
contrast to the policy for middle school students, high school students must be able both 
to demonstrate valid extenuating circumstances and be successful in their appeal before 
the Appeal Review Committee. Notably, the attendance policy does not provide for any 
further review of a decision of the Appeal Review Committee at either the Middle School 
or High School levels nor does it provide any guidance as to what may constitute 
“validated  and  extenuating  circumstances. ”   
The Attendance Policy also contains a protocol to be followed by school 
personnel in the case of cumulative unexcused absences. At the Elementary level the 
Attendance Policy protocol involves calls home to the parent by a data clerk, with 
teachers  only  “encouraged”  to  call  the  parent  and  possibly  make  a  referral for services 
(e.g., nurse, counselor) (p. 14). After the third day of unexcused absences, a letter is sent 
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to the parent, a home visit is conducted and intervention forms are completed with the 
family. Upon further absences letters continue to be sent home, including a letter of 
possible retention that is sent to the family after the sixth day of unexcused absences. 
After the seventh day of unexcused absences, a second home visit is conducted by an 
Attendance Specialist and the school administrator has a conference with the parent, 
teacher and other necessary school personnel. Unless a referral to the Department of 
Children and Families is appropriate, calls home and case management continue but no 
additional interventions are required until after the twelfth day of unexcused absence, at 
which  time  a  Juvenile  Court  referral  is  made,  known  in  Massachusetts  as  a  “CHINS  
Petition”  (or  a  Child  in  Need  of  Services),  and  a  Letter  of  Critical  Status  is  sent  to  the  
parent via certified mail (Groveland Attendance Policy, p. 14) 
At the Secondary level (Middle School and High School) the protocols are 
essentially the same, albeit with some minor variations in interventions, timing and 
personnel involved. For example, after one unexcused absence an administrator may, 
pursuant to the Attendance Policy, place a student into In-School Suspension (although 
doing so would mean the student would miss even more instructional time) or Saturday 
School (p. 16). Students are also to be more engaged in the process, with contact made 
directly with the student after only the second day of unexcused absence. Attendance 
Specialists also intervene earlier at the Secondary level, getting involved with the student 
and the family after only the third day of unexcused absence as opposed to the seventh 
day at the Elementary level (Groveland Attendance Policy, p. 16).  
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The attendance outreach protocols appear to be rather extensive. As learned 
through interviews and discussed further below, however, most teachers and 
administrators are not aware of any district-wide formalized procedures. Moreover, the 
protocols themselves do not mandate teacher involvement, instead simply encouraging 
teachers (those most closely linked to the students) to make calls rather than requiring 
such action.  
Additional School and District Documents 
In addition to the documents discussed above, documents regarding professional 
development programs that address the achievement gap, cultural competence or other 
race-related factors in achievement were also requested. Neither district central office 
personnel nor school-based personnel could identify any such professional development 
programs. Also requested were any district monitoring reports to State or federal agencies 
(e.g., Office of Civil Rights; Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education) containing disaggregated data or pertaining to the achievement gap or the 
achievement of minority students (exclusive of the MCAS and school-profile reporting 
that is published on the DESE website). Again, neither district central office personnel 
nor school-based personnel could identify any such reports in recent years.  
Interviews 
Participants 
Twenty-seven staff members at Valley High School were invited to participate in 
interviews or focus groups for this study. Those invited to participate included 
administrators, 9th and 10th grade ELA teachers and 9th and 10th grade math teachers. 
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Of those invited, 10 agreed to participate (37%). Although it was suggested during the 
course of the data collection that some staff members may be more willing to participate 
in a focus group as opposed to an individual interview, all 10 participants chose to be 
interviewed individually.  
The 10 participants included four administrators (40%) and six teachers (60%)—
three ELA teachers (30%), two math teachers (20%) and one ELA special education 
teacher (10%). The participant group was also somewhat racially diverse (two African-
American (20%), one Asian (10%) and seven white participants (70%)), and diverse in 
gender (six male (60%) and four female (40%)). Seven of the participants (70%), 
including  all  of  the  administrators,  had  less  than  10  years’  experience  teaching. Seven 
participants (70%) have taught/worked only in the Groveland Public Schools, with three 
of these (30% of the overall participants) having taught only at Valley High School. The 
following table provides descriptions of the interview participants.  
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Table 2 
Interview Participants 
Pseudonym Gender Years of Experience Current Position 
Andrea Female 7 yrs. total  
1 yr. in current position 
Administrator 
Bob Male 6 yrs. total, 
2 yrs. in current 
position 
Administrator 
Chris  Male 8 yrs. total,  
1 yr. in current position 
Administrator 
Danny Male 7 yrs. total, 
2 yrs. in current 
position 
Administrator 
Alex Male 5 yrs. total, 
1 yr. in current position 
9th grade math 
Brendan Male 18 yrs. total, 
14 yrs. in current 
position 
9th grade ELA 
Carol Female 3 yrs. total,  
1 yr. in current position 
10th grade ELA 
David Male 1 yr. total, 
1 yr. in current position 
9th grade math 
Edna Female 20 yrs. total, 
2 yrs. in current 
position 
10th grade ELA 
Fran Female 15 yrs. total, 
2 yrs. in current 
position 
10th grade ELA 
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Findings 
A review of data collected during the interview process reveals both pressures 
external to the teacher that have impacted the increasing retention of students at Valley 
High School (including an increasing reliance on standardized assessments, inflexible 
district-based policies regarding retention and attendance, a lack of support for initiatives 
to improve outcomes and unbalanced student assignment policies) as well as internal 
pressures that may be having a negative impact on the achievement of students, 
particularly  students  of  color  (including  teachers’  perceptions  of  their  students  and  of  
their own capabilities as educators).  
Standardized Assessment 
Five of respondents, all teachers, reported an increased emphasis on standardized 
assessment for measuring student achievement as a result of NCLB.  
Data   is   the   first   thing   that   comes   to   mind…for   at   least 
math…the  standardized  test…  [is]  the  only  way  they  really  
judge academically (David, 9th grade math teacher).  
When  asked,  “how  does  your  school  or  district  measure  student  progress,”  most  
respondents  answered  “MCAS,”  in  reference  to  the  state’s  accountability test. In addition, 
several respondents also reported the use of standardized, district-level, curriculum-
specific assessments, such as midterms and final exams. Three respondents reported that 
the  schools  was  now  utilizing  “FAST-Rs”  (formative  assessment of student thinking in 
reading), but all three respondents referred to such tests as yet another standardized 
measure, rather than recognizing the formative aspect of the assessments.  
We are a Level 4 schools, so I think they are probably 
demanding   that   we   track   a   little   more…we   started   with  
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FAST-R’s,  it’s  another  standardized  type  test  (Brendan,  9th  
Grade ELA teacher).  
Four teacher respondents indicated that the district continues to look toward 
MCAS and other standardized assessments as the sole measure of student progress, 
despite the fact that such assessments do not reflect the expectations teachers have for 
their own students.  
[District-based assessments, MCAS and FAST-Rs do not 
reflect my expectations for students] real well at all, to be 
honest  with  you…they  are  a  good  baseline…[but]   there   is  
not  depth  to  it…  testing  like  that  [does  not]  really  prepare[]  
our kids for what they are going to see at a college level 
(Brendan, 9th grade ELA teacher).  
The district wants them passing standardized tests. I want 
them to be able to read so they can drive and ride a subway 
and do a job application. I want them to feel success so that 
they have the confidence to try to get into college (Carol, 
10th grade ELA teacher).  
While some teachers and administrators reported that formative assessment does 
take place, the feeling was that it was not used sufficiently or effectively.  
There is not enough formative assessment that is going on 
(Chris, Administrator).  
[District-based formative assessments are] minimally if at 
all effective in terms of moving instruction because by the 
time teachers get the data back they might not have the 
student in class anymore or [there is] a month remaining in 
the  year…  (Fran,  10th  grade  ELA  teacher).  
District-Based Policies 
The  district’s  Pupil  Progression  Plan  appears  to  be  a  significant  contributing  
factor to the increasing retention rates. Although not everyone was aware of the exact 
requirements, 7 of the ten respondents acknowledged that the district had specific 
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requirements for promotion from 9th grade to 10th grade as part of the Pupil Progression 
Plan. Simply stated, if students do not pass ELA and math in the 9th grade they are held 
back. A  few  respondents,  however,  were  not  aware  of  the  district’s  Pupil  Progression 
Plan  or  any  “formal”  policy  regarding  the  retention  of  students. With at least one 
administrator  (Chris)  commenting,  “I  don’t  know  what  is  on  the  books  [as  far  as  a  
particular policy or rules regarding retention]. I would love to know. ”  Seven  respondents 
report that this problem is exacerbated by conflicting policies in the lower grades: 
 When I look at the data of the incoming 8th grade students, 
150 out of 380 will have failed all three years or two 
years…so   these   students   did   not   pass   and   complete the 
requirements for middle school (Danny, Administrator).  
Students are only allowed to repeat once from 1st to 8th 
grade   so   now   you   have   students   who   know   the   policy…  
[and] sit in classrooms and do nothing because they have 
already repeated once. So really, the rubber hits the road at 
high school in that once you hit high school, if you are not 
passing 9th grade, you are not going to move on (Edna, 
10th grade ELA teacher).  
There is a huge issue with students coming in from the 
middle  schools…these  students are failing multiple classes 
6th   grade,   7th   grade   and   8th   grade,   and…they   are   being  
socially promoted from one grade to the next, never mind 
from  8th  to  the  9th  grade…. no one leaves school in 7th or 
8th grade, they keep them on the books, they keep them 
trying to come, and then they move them into high school. 
High  school  is  the  point  where…  [they]  become  [dropouts]  
because  [they]  have  to  be  retained…we  can’t  move  a  kid  on  
unless they have the credits to move on to 10th grade so 
over half of our students…are  retained  (Brendan,  9th  grade  
ELA teacher).  
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It  was  also  reported  by  some  that  the  district’s  attendance  policy  plays  a  role  in  
the increasing retention rate, as teachers are forced to fail students who miss a certain 
number of classes.  
They get 5 unexcused absences within the marking period, 
13  for  the  whole  year…a  majority  of   the  students  have  13  
in   the   first  marking   period…[and]   have   already   failed   for  
the year (Fran, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
Once we implemented the attendance policy that really had 
a huge impact on course failure rate for us (Bob, 
Administrator).  
Finally, with regard to dropout, despite the existence of the protocols set forth in 
the district's attendance policy, most respondents reported that historically there have 
been no controls over students dropping out of school nor were there any supports for 
students in danger of dropping out.  
Students were allowed to sign out of school with no 
approval from the principal or anybody; they would go to 
the guidance office, get a form and walk around to their 
teachers. The teachers would sign off that they returned the 
books and they would go back to the guidance office and 
give that paper to the guidance secretary and she would 
sign them out. It was just mind blowing (Danny, 
Administrator).  
 Before [the current principal] apparently you could come 
into   the   guidance   office,   sign   a   paper…and   you   were  
dropped out of school (Fran, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
By most accounts, the current administration has improved practices and 
procedures around  dropout  prevention  by  creating  “graduation  coaches”  to  identify  and  
support students who are at-risk of not graduating and requiring, at a minimum, that the 
student and family meet with the principal before signing out of school, although there 
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are still students who simply stop showing up and are eventually coded as dropouts who 
never participate in such an interview despite the efforts of the staff and the mandates of 
the principal. In most instances, however, respondents see this is a school-to-school 
responsibility as opposed to a district-based policy.  
Since [the current principal started] students have to have a 
meeting  with  him…they  have  a  conversation  with  students  
and parents about look, these are some options, leaving 
school could potentially put you in this situation (Chris, 
Administrator).  
Last fall we established a dropout contingency, something 
that  had  been  implemented  in  all  of   the  high  schools…the  
drop out team, two graduation coaches, four guidance 
counselors, get together look and data and focus on 
problem   solving…now   no   one   gets   to   leave   unless   they  
have a sit down conversation with the principal (Danny, 
Administrator).  
Half of the respondents, however, still feel as if little is done to prevent students 
from dropping out of school and that there has been little support from the district in 
making any such initiatives successful.  
I could see a system in place in my head very quickly and 
easily of how to try to deter [dropouts] but do we, in this 
school, get around to that system? No,  we   don’t   and   it   is  
because we are always trying to do too much or catch up 
with  other  things…  (David,  9th  grade  math  teacher).  
 There is a big push for us to make phone calls home. It has 
sort of died down from the fall (Carol, 10th grade ELA 
teacher).  
 The   district   is   so   dysfunctional   and   so…absurd   in   their  
thinking that one request they had of [the new 
principal]…was   to   have   teachers   do   home   visits   during  
their prep period. I mean, you have 45 minutes to get in 
your car, go to a house, have a conversation and be back to 
-126- 
 
teach your class. I mean this is like, really? (Fran, 10th 
grade math teacher).  
Finally, while the school and the district appear to have made a commitment to 
credit recovery, with extended day, Saturday and on-line programs, respondents have 
mixed feelings on the effectiveness of these programs. At least three teachers and 
administrators believe that these programs are nothing more than watered down versions 
of  core  courses  and  they  are  used  as  a  way  to  be  able  to  continue  to  “pass  students  along”  
without the students acquiring any actual skills.  
We give credit recovery to any kid who can sit in front of a 
computer. And,  this  year,  we’re  even  giving  it  to  freshmen  
before they fail the course for the year (Edna, 10th grade 
ELA teacher).  
It’s  basically  working  alone  with  your  computer  and  if  they  
don’t  pass   the   test   they  get   to   take   it   again  and  again  and  
again until they do pass it (Brendan, 10th grade ELA 
teacher).  
Indeed, at least two respondents report that students have become savvy in 
gaming the system, when they know they are going to fail due to attendance, for example, 
they simply stop attending school altogether, knowing they will be able to make up an 
entire semester with just a few weeks behind a computer screen, or they attend  “MCAS  
boot  camp”  for  a  few  hours  on  Saturdays  to  “buy  back  attendance”  (David,  9th  grade  
math teacher).  
They see systems in place like credit recovery and all these 
things that are catchall or these catch-up programs that they 
know exist and they see these things early on and they 
know that they can utilize them later if they need to (Chris, 
Administrator).  
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In contrast, one administrator reports increasing dollars spent on credit recovery 
programs and believe the programs are effective.  
The extended time for the 9th graders is going really 
well…because   they   are   getting   credit   for   a   course,   we  
found that they are more likely to stay (Andrea, 
Administrator) 
Staffing 
Valley High School has seen six different principals in the past 10 years and 
respondents believe this instability has contributed to inconsistent student achievement.  
If you look at the trend in [test score] data over the past five 
years…they  go  down  one  year,  up  the  next,  down  one  year,  
up  the  next…the  first  year  a  principal  comes  in  [the scores] 
go[] down and the second year [the scores] go[] up (Danny, 
Administrator) 
One principal comes in, he has his own agenda, but then 
he’s  gone  and  the  next  one  focuses  on  something  else. You 
don’t  have  to  really  implement  anything  because  it  is  never 
around that long (Brendan, 9th grade ELA teacher).  
In  addition,  although  DESE  does  not  publish  data  regarding  teachers’  years  of  
experience, respondents generally report that more and more of the teachers at Valley 
High School have little or no experience in the classroom.  
You have a new group of young teachers every year (Alex, 
9th grade math teacher).  
We have a lot of 22-year olds [teachers] here, and there will 
be even more next year (Edna, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
And, perhaps even more problematic than the number of novice teachers, is the 
fact that at least one administrator at the school feels as if the school cannot attract quality 
educators who may have a choice in where they teach.  
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For example, we have geometry positions available but 
people do not want to come and teach geometry [here] and 
be berated by students and be told to f-off. If you have your 
choice of places to go why would you pick this? (Chris, 
Administrator).  
General Lack of Support From District  
In addition to the lack of support from the district around dropout prevention, 
there was a general feeling among all respondents that there was little, if any, support 
from the district with regard to any initiatives to support the improvement of the school, 
particularly given the school’s  Level  4  status. All of the administrators reported that 
while the school was able to secure a School Improvement Grant to support certain 
turnaround initiatives, no additional funding has been provided to the school to improve 
its Level 4 status.  
When we  were  identified  as  a  Level  4  school  we  didn’t  get  
any additional funding [from the district] and I think it is 
going  to  even  be  …  further  decreased  now  that  we  have  the  
redesign grant (Andrea, Administrator) 
Central Office has never said we need to reallocate funds 
and give more to [this school] (Bob, Administrator) 
Some teacher respondents reported additional staff were allocated to the school, 
but not necessarily the staff needed to effectuate change.  
There is a woman who is the Level 4 coordinator at the 
district level, but her position incorporates so many other 
positions that I really think it is hard for her to facilitate all 
the Level 4 schools (Fran, 10th grade ELA teacher) 
They added another assistant principal and some social 
workers, maybe some paraprofessionals and interns, but no 
teachers (David, 9th grade math teacher) 
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But, at least one teacher respondent believes the staffing levels are not appropriate 
and, in fact, have declined.  
I   don’t   see   any   additional   supports   from   the   City   or   the  
district. In fact, I think our allocation of teachers and 
administrators is lower than it should be (Edna 10th grade 
ELA teacher).  
The overwhelming feeling among respondents is that there has been no real 
support from Central Office  as a result of the school’s  Level  4  status.  
Once we were identified as a turnaround school the 
district’s   visibility   within   the   school   increased,   but  
authentic and deliberate assistance? Not as much (Brendan, 
9th grade ELA teacher).  
The  principal’s  leadership  approach  and  what he is bringing 
to the table has been much more beneficial than ,you know, 
sort   of   that   outside   help   that  we’ve  been   getting   (Andrea,  
Administrator).  
Biased High School Assignment Process 
Eight  respondents  reported  that  Groveland’s  high  school  assignment process 
disfavored Valley High School. Indeed, at least two administrators reported that, 
according to the Dropout Early Warning Indicators report prepared by the district, 99% of 
the  students  at  Valley  High  School  have  been  identified  as  “at-risk”  of  dropping out, a 
significantly higher percentage than exists at the other traditional high schools. Several 
respondents noted that other traditional high schools in the district have testing or 
admissions criteria, while Valley is forced to take everyone and that  there  are  “levels  of  
high  schools  in  Groveland’  (Brendan,  9th  grade  ELA  teacher).  
The students at [the technical vocational high school] have 
to write an essay and be accepted into school. They want to 
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get into that school and I am pretty sure there is a minimum 
GPA to get in (Carol, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
From   what   I’ve   heard,   every   other   [high]   school   in   the  
district can remove a student and they come here (David, 
9th grade math teacher).  
 What we are seeing are students who have gone to [one of 
the other high schools] who have gotten Fs all the way 
across the board for two years who are then kicked out and 
end   up   here…we   can’t   kick   kids   out. We   don’t   have   the  
ability to kick kids out (Edna, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
The assignment process has many loopholes and some 
people know how to get on a wait list and how to take 
advantage of this type of process well in advance, leaving 
even   fewer   spots   for   those   families   that   don’t   have   the  
wherewithal to take advantage (Danny, Administrator).  
As summarized  by  one  administrator  (Bob),  “assignment  is  not  controlled,”  and  at  
least two respondents believe this unbalanced school assignment process is purposeful.  
We really think they have intentionally stacked the deck 
against   [this   school]…. I think they’ve  made   a   conscious  
decision…we   are   going   to   have   one   successful   academic  
high school, we are going to put a lot of resources into our 
technical   high   school…I   think   they   have   intentionally  
stacked certain populations of students into certain places 
(Brendan, 9th grade ELA teacher).  
Many people believe, and I have never had this confirmed, 
that the plan for the [Groveland] schools might be that you 
just   save   the   rest   of   the   high   schools   …   as   opposed   to  
spreading out the failure throughout the district (Danny, 
Administrator).  
As  a  result,  Valley  High  School  is  the  “place  where  those  who  have  few  other  
options  end  up”  (Alex,  9th  grade  math  teacher)  and  it  has  “the  most  high  risk  of  any  high  
school, not just high risk but very high risk. Everyone knows that. It  is  not  a  secret  …  
among  people  in  the  district”  (Danny,  Administrator).  
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Discipline 
Several teacher respondents talked about student discipline, or the lack thereof, as 
an impediment to student achievement at Valley High School. Teacher respondents 
expressed concern that discipline was haphazard and that school rules were often 
meaningless and enforced sporadically. For example, during one visit in March the 
principal came on the loudspeaker and announced that, beginning tomorrow, they would 
begin enforcing the school policy on no cell phones in class. There was no reason given 
as to why the policy would all of a sudden be enforced or, alternatively, why there was a 
policy that had not been being enforced. Three  teachers  reported  concerns  with  the  “no 
hoodie”  policy,  stating  that  “if  my  students  are  in  my  class  and  participating  I  don’t  care  
if  they  have  their  hoodie  up”  (Carol,  10th  grade  ELA  teacher)  but,  recognizing  that  they  
risk being written up if an assistant principal were to come into their classroom and see 
the student, regardless of whether he or she was engaged in the lesson.  
Similarly, respondents in general, both teachers and administrators alike, 
commented on student behavior in the hallways and the impact on the learning 
environment.  
on any given day there are a large number of students not in 
class and a lot of times there have been fights in the hall 
outside  my  room…I’ll  call  and  there’s  just  no  one,  no  one  
comes or no one answers (Carol, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
Behaviorally it just gets worse by the day (Edna, 10th grade 
ELA teacher) 
Someone would have to stab me in the chest to get 
[expelled] (Chris, Administrator) 
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Use of Student Achievement Data in Educator Evaluations 
None of the respondents interviewed were fully familiar with the recent changes 
to the Massachusetts Framework for Educator Evaluation, which applies to both teachers 
and administrators. Eight of the respondents were aware that there had been changes to 
the evaluation process, the two respondents who were not aware of the changes were 
either new to the teaching field or new to the State. Of those teachers who were aware of 
the changes, none were aware of the full range of the modifications, including that 
measures of student learning, growth and achievement would now be part of their 
evaluations.  
When asked about the impact of the use of student test scores on teacher 
evaluations, most teachers responded that this could lead to problematic results, with all 
teacher respondents indicating there would be more teaching to the test and some 
acknowledging  their  colleagues  could  figure  out  ways  to  “game  the  system. ”  At  least  
three teachers reported that the new system was patently unfair.  
It is a far stretch for teachers to be judged on student 
performance, there are so many factors over which teachers 
have no control (Carol, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
In a school like this where we clearly have child problems 
and   behavior   problems…for   my   job   to   be   based   on   test  
scores…I  would  use   the  word  malarkey  (David,  9th  grade  
math teacher).  
I mean, should a teacher who has all honors be measured 
equally against someone who works with the below 
population? (Fran, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
Two other teacher respondents recognized that the new evaluation system may 
cause some teachers to leave the schools, the system or the profession altogether.  
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I think it is going to increase turnover because now you are 
going  to  have  teachers  who…actually  have  to  document  the  
things   they   are   saying   [and]   doing…. I think some 
professionals are going to run to a safer environment (Alex, 
9th grade math).  
In contrast, all four administrator respondents seemed to have a more optimistic 
view  of  how  the  new  system  might  work,  indicating  that  it  would  “improve  teaching  and  
learning,”  and  that  the  mere  fact  of holding  teachers  accountable  will  “increase  student  
achievement.  
There  are  a   lot  of   lazy  teachers…in  [Groveland],   there’s  a  
lot of uninspired instruction so I think it will spark people 
(Chris, Administrator).  
At least one administrator indicated that while, of course, teachers could 
manipulate the new evaluation system, Valley High School teachers would not do so.  
I   don’t   think   at   this   school…I  don’t   think   that’s   really   an  
issue here (Andrea, Administrator).  
None of the administrators were able to express their thoughts as to the impact of 
having student achievement count as part of their own performance evaluation; whenever 
the question was asked or reworded it came back around to how the accountability 
measure would improve teacher performance.  
Staff Perceptions of Students and Families 
In addition to the variety of external pressures set forth above, the interviews 
revealed that teachers bring their own perceptions of students and themselves into the 
classroom. With  regard  to  the  staff’s  perception  of the students and families, at least half 
of the respondents reported inherent flaws in the students themselves that lead to the low 
levels of achievement in the school.  
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There is no value placed on education, these kids come 
from  homes  where  they  can’t  get ahead (Carol, 10th grade 
ELA teacher).  
 This urban society is in trouble. We are very 
much…products  of  our  environment. It’s  a  numbers  game  
and overpopulation, overcrowding is starting to happen. 
And people are starting to get handouts in this world and 
that will kind of take away the value of the education and 
say,   ‘what’s   the   importance,  why  do   I  need  a  diploma   if,’  
without  being  racist,  ‘if  my  mother  can  just  have  no  job  but  
get  free  housing  and  money  and  food  and  she  didn’t  go  to  
high school, why do  I  need  to  go  to  high  school?’  (David,  
9th grade math teacher).  
They   don’t   value   education. I  mean,   partly   I   don’t   blame  
them because they were brought up without the value of 
education. Who needs it? No one in their family needed it 
(Alex, 9th grade math teacher).  
One teacher went so far as to assert the retention and dropout problems faced by 
Valley High School could not possibly be the fault of the staff.  
Could you say dropout is tied to this school, like something 
going on in these halls, in between these bricks is somehow 
affecting the dropout rate? That seems ridiculous, I mean, if 
you are going to make that claim you better have some data 
saying  what  we   are   doing   is  wrong,   ‘here   are   some   other  
schools   in   similar   situations   that   don’t   have   your dropout 
rate so it must be you guys. ’   (Edna,   9th   grade   ELA  
teacher) 
And, at least one administrator was pleased that Massachusetts received the 
federal  accountability  waiver  as  it  alleviated  the  school’s  responsibility  for  being  
responsible for all students by allowing the school to demonstrate progress in areas other 
than the achievement of certain subgroups.  
The  new  Progress  and  Performance  Index  makes  things…a  
little   bit  more   equal   and   fair   to…urban   districts  who   face  
many   other   challenges…it   takes into consideration things 
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like graduation rate and the four-year and five-year cohort 
rate for graduation and you can get bonus points. So, 
instead   of   having   100%   of   all   students   making   AYP…it  
allows for some, you know, urban districts with different 
challenges to score points in other areas (Andrea, 
Administrator).  
Four respondents, however, were quite concerned with how the students 
perceived themselves, expressing dismay over the negative school climate and its impact 
on student achievement.  
 Students see assignment to [Valley High School] as a 
death sentence; they have no hope of graduating (Fran, 9th 
grade ELA teacher).  
 [Valley   High   School]   has   a   crappy   name   and   kids   don’t  
want   to   be   here…we   have   gangs…we   have   everything  
negative that you would want   in   a   school…   (Edna,   10th  
grade ELA teacher).  
We’ve  heard  stories  from  the  middle  schools  that  kids  find  
out they are going to [Valley High School] and kids are just 
bawling their eyes out in class in middle school and they 
are  screaming  ‘I  don’t  want  to go  there’  so  before  students  
even step into the school for the 9th grade they have 
already  internalized  this  idea  that  ‘I  am  going  to  the  worst  
school. I’m   not   going   to   learn   anything. I’m   in   a   failure  
factory. ’  It  is  just  so  sad  (Chris,  Administrator).  
Staff Self-Reflection  
When asked about their own responsibility for student achievement, the responses 
were varied. As  set  forth  above,  some  respondents  placed  the  blame  for  the  school’s  
current Level 4 status at the feet of the students. Many staff took little, if any, 
responsibility for the poor outcomes, essentially arguing that there was nothing that could 
be done given the student population.  
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Other respondents, however, reported that it was the staff who were failing the 
students. Indeed, even those teachers who by all appearances were eager and ready to 
invest extra time and energy in the success of their students reported that they themselves 
were  part  of  the  problem,  with  one  administrator  indicating  that  he  sees  “bad  teaching  
going on all the time”  but  just  doesn’t  say  or  do  anything  about  it.  
More generally, respondents recognize that students are disengaged but feel at a 
loss to correct the situation.  
 Our students are facing so many challenges, helping them 
overcome these obstacles is a huge task. I  can’t  do  it  alone  
and   I   don’t   get   the   support   I   need   from   my   assistant  
principal or my colleagues. Sometimes   I  don’t  even  know  
what support I need (Fran, 10th grade ELA teacher).  
People are trying to make changes but there is no support 
for any of the new initiatives (Edna, 10th grade ELA 
teacher).  
 It seems like we are asking too much of a teacher to be 
able to meet all the specific curriculum requirements, teach 
all the standards and fill in every gap (David, 9th grade 
math teacher).  
As one respondent stated: 
 I   don’t   think   for   a   lot   of   kids   [Valley   High   School]   is  
providing   them   with   an   adequate   education   I   don’t   think  
[Valley High School] is bringing them to a place where 
they are going to be prepared to be college and career ready 
…  (Fran,  10th grade ELA teacher).  
Conclusion 
Valley High School is an urban high school facing many challenges including 
high percentages of students with significant needs, inflexible district policies, 
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insufficient resources, as well as the negative perceptions and defeated attitudes of its 
staff.  
Valley High School has the highest concentrations of students whose first 
language is not English and students living in poverty of any traditional high school in 
Groveland. Valley High School also has the highest student mobility and truancy rates. 
Indeed, Valley High School leads Groveland in every indicator of a troubled school. It 
has the highest retention rates, highest dropout rates and lowest graduation rates.  
Groveland’s  Pupil  Progression  Policy  and  Attendance  Policies only serve to 
exacerbate the problem, by enabling the social promotion of students in the elementary 
and middle school levels and placing Draconian consequences on students who do not 
attend. The Attendance Policy goes so far as to suggest that students who have an 
unexcused absence may receive an in-school suspension, thereby missing even more 
class time. Perhaps  most  troubling,  however,  is  Groveland’s  Student  Assignment  Policy  
as it applies to high schools. Groveland has instituted a high school choice program but 
does not monitor the consequences of the program—permitting some high schools to set 
forth entrance criteria or exclude certain students while Valley High School remains open 
to all students, regardless of their circumstances.  
Finally, the staff at Valley High School is frustrated not only with the policies 
implemented by and the lack of support from the district but also with the students, 
community and even themselves. The increasing focus on standardized assessment does 
not reflect the reality of the students in the classroom or the expectations of the teachers 
for their students. They feel they are constrained by the district policies set forth above 
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and that although the current administration has made some improvements, there is little 
or nothing that can be done to prevent students from dropping out. Many respondents 
blame  the  students  and  families  for  these  circumstances,  indicating  that  they  don’t  value  
education and that they are simply products of their environment. Indeed, there is little 
empathy for the circumstances faced by the students . Other respondents blame 
themselves, reporting that they admittedly do not do all they can to improve instruction 
for all students. In many instances they are not sure what else can be done given limited 
funding, limited time and non-existent support from the district.  
There is a belief that Groveland is setting Valley High School up to fail in an 
effort to save the other traditional high schools under State and federal accountability 
programs. In doing so, however, the district would essentially be giving up on the very 
population of students NCLB, MERA and, more recently, Race to the Top, were 
designed to advance.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
This chapter begins with an overview of the study and the results, followed by a 
discussion of the research questions and the pertinence of the results for the practice of 
educators in challenged schools as well as for policymakers. The chapter concludes with 
the limitations of the study and directions for future research.  
Overview of the Study and Results 
The purpose of this study was to begin to understand the potential paradoxical 
effect the imposition of high-stakes assessment and related accountability systems may 
be having on children of color. In recent years, federal education policy has focused on 
accountability, beginning with NCLB and continuing with Race to the Top. While NCLB 
was groundbreaking in its requirement that accountability standards be placed on all 
students, by requiring schools and districts to report progress not only in the aggregate 
but also disaggregated by subgroups including race, it may not have gone far enough to 
protect students of color from unintended consequences.  
To examine this possibility more fully, this study focused on the results for 
students at one challenged high school (Valley High School) in a mid-sized urban district 
in Massachusetts (Groveland). A thorough review of archival data regarding student 
enrollment and outcomes provided a rich picture of a significantly troubled school where 
students are not making academic progress and, as a result, are becoming disassociated 
with the educational process. This is particularly concerning given the school is 
predominantly minority. To augment the review of archival data, a series of interviews 
were conducted with administrators and teachers in the early high school years (grades 9 
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and 10, math and ELA). These interviews, together with an analysis of pertinent 
documents, revealed a constellation of district-based policies that may be setting up 
Valley High School and its students for failure. Moreover, there exist certain school-
based policies and practices that are contributing to the poor outcomes for students. The 
intersection of these district and school policies results in teachers being expected to 
overcome insurmountable odds without the necessary tools.  
As set forth in more detail in Chapter 4, there were several key issues that became 
clear through this study. First, although the entire district is predominantly minority, 
white students are almost two times less likely to attend Valley High School than would 
be expected based on natural proportions. This becomes critical in light of the remaining 
findings, particularly with regard to student outcomes. Although there is some hope 
found in the test scores for students that do participate in the state assessment program 
(particularly in English language arts), Valley High School has seen a significant increase 
in its retention rate in the 9th grade (the year before the MCAS is administered). There 
has been an even more striking increase in student dropout rates with a concomitant 
decline in the four-year cohort graduation rate.  
The  high  school  assignment  process  in  Groveland  is  not  a  “controlled”  choice  
option, meaning any one school can find itself overburdened with an over-representation 
of students with significant needs. Indeed, Valley High School is struggling with an ever-
increasing percentage of students with high needs (e.g., students with disabilities, English 
language  learners,  “low-income”)  while  the  other  traditional  high  schools  in  the  district  
are just the opposite. These challenges are further intensified by the increasing mobility 
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and truancy rates among Valley High School Students. Moreover, the school has had six 
different principals in the last 10 years (with its seventh principal beginning in the 2013-
14 school year) and receives little in the way of additional support from the district 
(either in terms of personnel, financial or professional development resources). Add in a 
rigid district pupil progression plan that disfavors retention in the earlier grades but 
mandates retention in the high school grades under certain conditions, the constellation of 
challenges facing Valley High School is a recipe for disaster in the context of high-stakes 
accountability based primarily on standardized assessment.  
Finally, staff perceptions not only of students, but also of themselves, contribute 
to the poor student outcomes. There is a palpable feeling among the staff that the students 
themselves are the problem because they just do not care, placing the blame for the 
school’s  poor  performance  squarely  on  the  shoulders  of  the  students  themselves. Those 
staff who do accept responsibility for student achievement, however, feel they are 
hampered by the lack of support from the district. Those staff feel they are doing all they 
can do but recognize they cannot do it alone. Unfortunately, such circumstances have 
created a self-perpetuating downward spiral.  The staff feel as if the there is something 
inherent in the students that makes them incapable of learning, teachers then do little to 
change their practice as there is a belief such efforts would be futile. Moreover, there is 
little or no support from the school or district to support teachers in changing their 
practice. As a result, when students then perform poorly on the standardized tests or 
dropout altogether, it simply reinforces the perception that the problem lies within the 
students themselves.    
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Discussion of Findings 
This study posed two specific research questions:  
 How do teachers/administrators explain increased retention in the 9th 
grade?  
 How do teachers/administrators explain increased drop out in the high 
school years? 
The results indicate that these two outcomes for students, increased retention in 
the 9th grade and increased dropout rates, are inextricably linked. The longer students 
remain in the ninth grade, the older they get and the more disenfranchised they become. 
Once these students reach the age of 16, particularly if they still find themselves in the 
ninth grade, and they are faced with continued failure, they drop out of school. The 
current study identified several factors contributing first to the increased retention in 9th 
grade and ultimately to the increased dropout rate in later years.  
 Biased Student Assignment Policies 
To begin, there exists a belief that the district is setting the school up to fail, a 
reality that may be exacerbated by recent state regulations that permit the takeover of 
certain underperforming schools and districts. In his work on No Child Left Behind, 
Sanders  discusses  the  phenomenon  of  individual  schools  focusing  efforts  on  “those  
students  closest  to  meeting  the  proficiency  standards”  in  order  to  raise  proficiency rates, 
at least in the short term (Sanders, 2003, p 1-2). Just as schools may have been short-
sighted in attempting to reach the AYP mandates of NCLB, so may be school districts, 
particularly in light of their potential exposure for state-takeover. By concentrating 
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students with significant needs in one school, a district can set the stage for other schools 
to be more successful, as the population of students with high needs in these other 
schools would be diluted, thereby minimizing their risk of overall failure.  
Even when there is no defined policy that leads to such inequities, a lack of 
controls  on  a  district’s  high  school  student  assignment  process  can  be  as  damaging  as  
improper controls. When students are assigned to high schools via an amorphous, on-line 
choice system, where there are no caps on the percentage of students with high-needs that 
can  be  placed  in  any  individual  school,  a  district  enables  the  creation  of  “dumping  
grounds”  (those  schools  that  enroll  students  who  are  disengaged  from  the  choice 
process). Unfortunately, those students who are disengaged from the selection process are 
more likely to be students with high needs, thereby creating the imbalances described 
above. Such practices can also become self-perpetuating. For example, a school that is 
over-selected by students and families highly engaged in the school choice process is 
likely to become enrolled to capacity prior to the start of the school year. Therefore, when 
students come into the district during the course of the school year, they are more likely 
to be placed in the under-selected school(s) where there are open seats, thereby increasing 
the student mobility rate in these schools and further impacting the quality of education.  
Accordingly, the result of placing high concentrations of students with significant 
needs in a single school can be devastating to the students who are unfortunate enough to 
attend such a school. Notably, it is not just the students with high needs (e.g., low 
performing, students with disabilities, students with poor attendance) who are impacted 
when they are concentrated in a particular school; rather the performance of all students 
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is affected. In 2005, the New York City Department of Education engaged The Parthenon 
Group, a Boston-based management consulting firm with a particular expertise in 
education strategy, innovation and implementation to analyze the needs of and outcomes 
for  high  school  students  who  are  “overage  and  under-credited. ”  Not  surprisingly,  the  
analysis found that students who do not  progress  on  pace  to  graduate  high  school  “on  
time”  are  highly  likely  to  eventually  drop  out  of  school  (Parthenon,  2006). While this 
study, in and of itself, may not have been surprising, the follow-up study revealed that a 
school’s  overall  performance  is affected not only by concentrations of students with low 
proficiency, but also by the concentration of other students with high needs, such as 
students with disabilities, those that are overage and those with a history of poor 
attendance (Parthenon, 2008). Indeed, Parthenon (2008) found that the graduation rate for 
a typical student in such a school has been shown to be significantly lower than that of a 
typical student in a school with much lower concentrations of students with high needs. 
Simply stated, schools with high concentrations of students who are low-performing—
those diagnosed with disabilities or those with poor attendance—are likely to have 
markedly lower graduation rates (for all students) and, if the issue of concentration 
remains un-addressed, these schools almost invariably fail (Parthenon, 2008).  
While such results for any school would be devastating, the effects are 
particularly concerning when such schools enroll predominantly minority students, 
thereby further widening the achievement gap that NCLB and related state and federal 
legislation were designed to reduce.  
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Rigid District-Based Policies 
In addition to the perceived bias in the high school assignment process, Valley 
High School staff point to a number of district-based policies that lead to increased, and 
increasing, retention in grade at the ninth grade. The first such policy is the Pupil 
Progression Plan that discourages the retention in grade of students before the high 
school level. Students who are passed along from grade to grade without mastering the 
necessary skills, or being provided with the supports necessary in the following year for a 
true opportunity to learn, are undeniably unprepared to enter high school. When there is a 
high school policy that mandates retention in grade for these very same students when 
they cannot master the ninth grade curriculum (and, therefore, would not be able to pass 
the high-stakes assessment required in the 10th grade for accountability purposes), the 
end result can only be increased retention in the ninth grade. Unfortunately, many of 
these students are not just one-year behind. As a result, multiple ninth-grade retentions 
are required before they can master the curriculum or, alternatively, dropout of school 
entirely.  
The negative impacts of the Pupil Progression Plan are further exacerbated by an 
inflexible attendance policy that mandates failure in high school for students who miss a 
certain number of days, regardless of whether the student can later demonstrate mastery 
of the subject. While few would disagree that attendance is critical to academic 
achievement, such inflexible policies prevent teachers from supporting students, who 
might be disengaged from the academic process, in passing the ninth grade. Instead, once 
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a student has reached the arbitrary threshold number of days, there is absolutely no 
incentive for the student to continue to attend for the rest of the semester or school year.  
Staff Perceptions 
Within Valley High School, there exists a palpable perception that the students 
“just  don’t  care. ”  The  belief  that  the  students  do  not  value  education  leads  to  a  feeling  
that the students cannot (or will not) learn. This belief can quickly become a self-
fulfilling prophecy fueled by the prior beliefs and expectations of the school staff 
(Spillane, et al. 2002; Senge, 2000; Lipsky, 1980; Abelmann & Elmore, 2004; 
McLaughlin, 1987). As Michael Lipsky explains, the prior beliefs of educators impact 
their professional judgment and can influence the discretion utilized by educators in 
working with students (Lipsky, 1980). These existing perceptions, over time, develop and 
impact the structure and the culture of the school community (Weick, 1995; Senge, 2000; 
Spillane, et al. 2002).  
When teachers enter the classroom with a pre-existing belief that their students 
cannot  learn,  there  is  little  motivation  to  change  one’s  practice  because  this  will  not  
change what is believed to be an immutable outcome. “At  the  most  fundamental  level,  to  
optimize learning, a teacher must ensure the students are  engaged  in  the  learning  process”  
(Boykin & Noguera, 2011, p. 42). When a teacher perceives that a student is not engaged, 
the  teacher  may  respond  by  attempting  to  raise  the  student’s  level  of  engagement  or  by  
decreasing their interactions with the student. A 1993 study by Skinner and Belmont 
revealed, unsurprisingly, that teachers are more likely to decrease their interactions with 
students who are not engaged, thereby exacerbating the impact of student avoidance. This 
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scenario appears to be playing out at Valley High School, where students are not being 
engaged academically.  
Significantly, the staff at Valley High School fail to recognize the dichotomy in 
their perceptions of student ability.  On the one hand, they will comment how students do 
not want to come to Valley High School,  “bawling  their  eyes  out”  when  they  learned  they  
are  assigned  to  Valley  or  not  wanting  to  go  to  a  school  with  a  “crappy  name.”    Such  
indications are that these students are in fact interested in learning and do care about 
their education. However, when these very same students arrive at Valley High School 
staff describe them as not interested in education and unwilling to learn. These strong, 
fundamental beliefs in the student ability influence the entire teaching and learning 
process. As discussed above, such perceptions create a cycle where teachers are unwilling 
to change their practice because such efforts are seen as pointless and, as a result, 
students  fail  to  perform,  thereby  meeting  the  “expectations”  of  the  staff.    It  will be 
difficult to change the outcomes at Valley High School until such time as staff attitudes 
and beliefs are challenged. 
Professional Development 
Those teachers that do express a desire to better their practice and improve 
student engagement with the hope of improving student outcomes receive little in the 
way of support for achieving this goal. For example, research tells us that one of the key 
strategies for improving student engagement is the creation of high quality teacher-
student relationships (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). At Valley High School, however, there 
has been no professional development offered on developing relationships with students 
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or dispelling preconceived negative notions of student abilities. This is particularly 
problematic at Valley High School given the significant churn rate.  In a profession 
where so much hinges on the relationship between student and teacher, teachers need 
guidance on how to foster such relationships with a population of student that is 
constantly changing.  
Similarly, although the district has engaged in numerous professional 
development  programs,  implementing  the  “reform  du  jour,”  teachers  have  not  received  
any support in developing effective strategies for working with the most challenged and 
challenging students. If students are to succeed, particularly now with the implementation 
of the Common Core Learning Standards, teachers must be able to lead students in 
investigation and problem-based approaches to learning, help students develop 
questioning strategies and support students in generating their own ideas and questions 
(MET Project, 2013). Teachers need specific training and support to deliver instruction in 
this manner and clear feedback from administrators and the district about what needs to 
be done to improve outcomes (Boykin & Noguera, 2011).  
Another aspect of the problem facing the most challenged and challenging 
schools is the limited availability of experienced teachers and administrators. Quality 
veteran teachers provide necessary support for beginning teachers, including serving as 
mentors, coaches, model teachers and collaborators (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Providing 
such opportunities for quality veteran teachers not only keeps experienced teachers in the 
schools where they are most needed but also improves the efficacy of the less 
experienced teachers (Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012; Jackson & Bruegmann, 2009). 
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Indeed, when novice teachers are provided with an opportunity to truly collaborate with 
more effective colleagues, students demonstrate greater achievement both in math and 
reading, both initially and over time (Jackson & Bruegmann, 2009). It is this type of 
professional development, embedded in the daily work of educators, that is likely to have 
the greatest impact on teacher practice and ultimately on student achievement (Darling-
Hammond & Richardson, 2009).  
As discussed above, this study revealed that the teachers at Valley High School do 
not feel as if they are being effective with their students. This is of high importance to 
most who enter education as a profession. “[T]here  are  important  links  between  teachers’  
sense  of  being  effective,  their  satisfaction  with  their  work  and  retention”  (Johnson,  Berg  
& Donaldson, 2005). This can lead to high rates of teacher turnover, resulting in classes 
being taught by new, inexperienced teachers as more experienced teachers with greater 
seniority are more likely to have the opportunity to move elsewhere (Glennie, Coble & 
Allen, 2004). More importantly, this turnover problem is most prominent in high-poverty, 
high-minority, urban schools (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2012). Further, it is well recognized 
that novice teachers tend to be, on average, less effective than more experienced 
teachers—meaning the students facing the most challenges are being placed at further 
disadvantage, widening the achievement gap evermore (Strategic Data Project, 2012).  
Although not specifically addressing issues of teacher retention and attrition, the 
current study revealed working conditions that could impede the ability of teachers at 
Valley High School to achieve the intrinsic reward that may have drawn them to the 
profession in the first place. These negative working conditions at Valley High School 
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include feelings of ineffectiveness among staff and a lack of a supportive environment. 
While no data was collected on the actual rates of teacher attrition or on the numbers of 
novice teachers, the perception of participants was that there are more inexperienced staff 
than veteran teachers in the school. If this is accurate then the school, by nature, is limited 
in its ability to provide opportunities for more meaningful professional development. 
Missing are the mentoring, modeling, coaching or other types of induction supports that 
would benefit novice teachers and improve the achievement of students.  
Dropout Prevention 
With regard to the specific issue of student dropout, neither the school nor the 
district has a comprehensive approach to prevention. The most recent Valley High School 
principal has made efforts to prevent dropouts by requiring, at a minimum, that any 
student wishing to drop out of school and their parent or guardian meet with the principal 
prior to dropping out.18 This approach is limited, however, in that such a meeting cannot 
be truly mandated and, therefore, it only impacts those students who are looking to 
“officially”  dropout  of  school  as  opposed  to  those  students  who  simply  stop  attending. 
The  most  recent  principal  has  also  identified  “graduation  coaches”  from  among  the  
faculty to support those students who are close to graduation, ensuring they earn the 
credits required.  
These efforts have made a small improvement in the dropout rate, but there is 
more that could be done if there were additional staffing supports from the district and 
                                                 
18  Unfortunately, this principal was recently promoted to a central office position to support turnaround 
schools across the district. However, because the district could not find an appropriate replacement, he also 
serves as the principal of Valley High School, meaning the school only has a part-time principal for the 
2013-14 school year. 
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collaborative efforts with community partners. Indeed, because of the limited resources 
provided by the district, the school is required to target their efforts at those students most 
likely to benefit (e.g., those students who will comply with a mandate to meet with the 
principal rather than just stop attending or those student who are close to graduation). As 
a result, many students who might require earlier or more intensive intervention do not 
get the support they need to be successful and remain in school. Such interventions may, 
however, be better provided by community partners, such as churches or cultural groups, 
who have stronger ties to the students and families.  The district should identify potential 
partners and work on developing collaborative approaches where the community 
organization and the school are equal partners. 
Summary 
In general, there is a feeling among participants that this school has been forgotten 
by the district. Not only does the district set the school up for failure, as set forth in detail 
above, but then the district fails to provide the school with any of the supports it needs—
e.g., appropriate staffing, necessary professional development, flexibility in its approach 
to the most challenged students. As  a  result,  teachers’  preconceptions  of  students and 
their ability or willingness to learn continue unchecked. With the promotion of the 
current principal to a central office position supporting turnaround schools, there is hope 
that this school, and other challenged schools in the district, might start to receive the 
attention they need from the district, supporting teachers in meeting the needs of the most 
challenged and challenging students and changing misconceptions regarding student 
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abilities. This district attentiveness has been lacking over the years, however, and the 
results of this neglect are in the poor student outcomes.  
Policy Implications 
As discussed in Chapter 2, No Child Left Behind was landmark federal legislation 
that significantly increased the role of the federal government in education. With the 
more recent enactment of the Race to the Top grant program and its attendant mandates, 
there  are  indications  that  we  are  continuing  to  move  toward  a  more  “nationalized”  
education system (Barton, 2009). Indeed, in response to various federal initiatives, some 
45 states as well as the District of Columbia have adopted the Common Core State 
Standards and are adapting accountability measures accordingly (Sawchuck, 2013). In 
this process, we must ensure we do not lose the elements of state and local control—
education happens in schools and classrooms, not in Congressional hearings or the Oval 
Office. While good teaching cannot be legislated, policies can be put in place to establish 
a baseline of good practice, provided such policies balance accountability with flexibility.  
While flexible approaches to accountability may be preferable to the rigid 
structures of NCLB (which mandated proficiency for all students by a date certain and 
penalized schools and districts that could not achieve this mandate), the new approaches 
to flexibility may be just as damning as existing policy. Through NCLB waivers, schools, 
districts and states, including Massachusetts, have been permitted to lower standards for 
proficiency, obscuring some of the nuances that required accountability for the 
performance of all children. What is needed is a balanced approach that maintains 
accountability for all students, including subgroups, while considering a broader range of 
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factors  in  the  definition  of  “success. ”  Limiting  accountability measures primarily to 
student test scores, while at the same time cutting funding and limiting school resources, 
creates a system by which there will be winners and losers. Districts are forced to choose 
how best to utilize their scarce resources and, faced with such choice, will inevitably 
decide to put their money where they can most influence achievement (e.g., schools and 
students  “on  the  bubble”  to  success,  who  can  be  pushed  over  the  hump  with  minimal  
effort). As a result, students who traditionally do not perform well on the standardized 
assessments upon which accountability is based (e.g., students of color), will continue to 
be marginalized by systems that just do not think they are worth the investment.  
Instead, policymakers should be focusing their efforts on directing resources at 
the very populations they are attempting to impact. Rather than punishing schools that are 
struggling, districts should provide these schools with additional resources, including 
money, personnel, and professional development support. Our most challenged schools 
should be rewarded for recruiting and maintaining experienced teachers and for creating 
working environments that promote the retention of high quality instructors. There should 
be an incentive for placing our highest quality administrators in these buildings as well, 
including some sort of longevity incentive to ensure the school leader will be in place 
long enough to have a positive impact. Finally, when struggling schools are rewarded 
with federal grant money to fund reform efforts, these funds should come with stronger 
language requiring that they supplement rather than supplant existing district funding 
rather than supplant. Current  definitions  of  “supplant”  allow  districts  too  much  freedom  
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to focus non-grant monies elsewhere, thereby creating a flat funding stream for the 
struggling school(s) and depriving the school of the benefit of the grant.  
As a nation, we should continue to hold schools and districts accountable for the 
achievement of all students, but standardized test scores alone cannot continue to define 
educational success. There exist more authentic measures of student learning (e.g., 
portfolios of student work, normed learning tasks) that should be considered when 
measuring student achievement. One purpose of English Language Arts, for example, is 
that a student be able to write a comprehensive and persuasive piece of writing, complete 
with proper spelling and grammar. Why, then, do we require students to fill in bubbles 
identifying parts of speech in passages that are of little or no interest to them? Learning 
tasks can be developed for core subjects that authentically measure student learning 
rather than some preconceived notion of how students should be able to express their 
mastery. In order to enhance the validity of the measures, such tasks can be scored along 
standardized, normed rubrics and should not be discounted simply because every student 
is not required to give the same answer.  
Similarly, it is not productive to hold schools and districts accountable for the 
achievement of all students by disaggregating student data by subgroup (including race), 
and then penalize schools for failing to make progress with any one subgroup, without 
providing any guidance as to how to improve subgroup performance (Weinbaum, Weiss 
& Beaver, 2012). We would better serve our students by providing schools and districts 
with resources and information on remediation efforts targeted at improving student 
achievement, while continuing to monitor the progress of each student subgroup. This is 
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particularly important in light of the recent push to adopt the Common Core Learning 
Standards, which raises the bar for achievement without providing any attendant 
guidance for improving instruction, especially for our most challenged and challenging 
students.  
Equally important are student assignment policies. If we are not careful, we may 
find ourselves returning to a nation of separate but unequal schools. While challenges to 
student assignment policies that marginalize certain populations of students (primarily 
students of color) may be played out in the courts rather than the legislature, increasing 
numbers of cities across the country are facing issues similar to those discussed herein, 
with large numbers of schools in poor, minority neighborhoods being identified as 
“turnaround”  schools  or  closed  completely. Indeed, in New York City the centerpiece of 
Mayor  Bloomberg’s  education  reform  strategy  has  been  to  close  struggling  schools  and  
replace them with charter schools, and there are similar efforts underway in Chicago and 
Philadelphia. While current school improvement models may be preferable to school 
closure, policymakers need to examine carefully how and why these schools fail in the 
first place. There is nothing inherent in our communities of color that prescribes for them 
a subpar education. Instead, given the achievement gap we as a nation are facing, we 
should be providing a superior education in these struggling neighborhoods. So-called 
“blind”  school  assignment  policies,  whereby  students  and  families  “choose”  the  school  
they wish to attend and are then assigned through some undisclosed formula may 
perpetuate de facto segregation. Policymakers should carefully consider the history of 
school segregation in this country, particularly in light of the recent research of the 
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Parthenon Institute, and work with states and districts in developing student assignment 
policies that not only preserve student choice but also do not punish students who may 
not be able to take full advantage of the systems in place. Such policies should also 
define a population of students with significant needs and include caps on the percentage 
of such students that can be placed in any one school. Lastly, school assignment policies, 
particularly in districts with high mobility rates, should account for transfers into and out 
of the school district over the course of a year and ensure that there are sufficient seats for 
such students spread across schools so that no one school bears this burden.  
Implications for Practice 
While the issues regarding increased accountability through standardized 
assessment emanate from policy initiatives, there are things that can be done at the 
district and school level to ameliorate the potential paradoxical effects.  
First, while it may be important for districts to have concrete policies regarding 
retention in grade or attendance, such policies should provide flexibility within structure. 
For example, the school examined in this study was taking some creative liberties with 
the rigid district attendance policy—students  were  permitted  to  “buy  back”  days  by  
attending Saturday school, certain after- school classes or credit recovery programs, 
providing students with a mechanism for becoming re-engaged. Although one would not 
argue that any of these are an ideal replacement for a full day of meaningful instruction 
designed to meet the individual needs of the student, such approaches can serve to keep 
students engaged who might otherwise be completely alienated from the educational 
process. Similarly, for retention in grade, rather than maintain a blanket policy that a 
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ninth grade student cannot move to the tenth grade until they pass both English and math, 
there could be some hybrid system, whereby the student is not completely demoralized 
and receives credit for whatever skills they were able to master, possibly permitting 
schools to develop ungraded programs for students at-risk of repeating or dropping out. 
Moreover, such policies need to be consistent across grade levels. Rather than simply 
passing students along through the elementary and middle school years, interventions and 
supports  should  be  put  in  place  earlier  in  a  student’s  educational  career with the hope of 
avoiding increasing gaps in achievement.   
Second, with regard to dropout prevention programs, schools and districts can and 
should be doing much more in this arena. As mentioned above, the school examined in 
this study has taken small steps to improve its dropout rate simply by inserting some 
conservative interventions for potential dropouts. While such measures are necessary, 
they are not sufficient to stem the tide. Districts should be identifying community 
partners (e.g., churches, cultural groups, social service agencies) that may have more 
direct access to students and families and developing collaborative efforts with these 
groups.  The community partners should be engaged to work directly with the schools to 
assist in providing outreach and support for the students most in need, including making 
home visits, meeting with students in the morning to ensure they get to school, and 
assisting in removing hurdles that may be preventing school attendance (e.g., child care, 
transportation). Likewise, rather  than  simply  “recommending”  that  teachers call homes 
when students are absent for a certain number of days, teachers—those closest to and 
most familiar with the students—should not only be required to make such calls but 
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should also be provided time in their day to do so. Rather  than  “suggest”  that teachers 
make home visits to reach out to their students, teachers should be paired with trained 
outreach workers whose job is to make the home visits, connect with the students and 
work with the families on reengagement. Such activities can no longer be left to the whim 
of individual schools and teachers. In these matters, districts should become more rigid in 
their requirements, but continue to maintain flexibility in how these mandates are met.  
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, districts need to provide on-going, 
meaningful support for the lowest performing schools so as to prevent teacher burn-out 
and reduce teacher turnover. Recognizing that some teacher turnover is to be expected 
and, in some cases, desired, the schools that are struggling the most experience the 
highest teacher turnover rates. This has created a system in which our most challenged 
students are being taught by our least experienced teachers who then do not receive the 
support and guidance required to improve their practice. It calls for providing necessary 
and appropriate professional development opportunities that will enable educators to 
support students in meeting the demands of the new Common Core Learning Standards 
and the attendant accountability measures. It also requires job-embedded support for the 
implementation of effective pedagogical strategies, not just helping teachers understand 
the content of the new standards but also providing them the necessary support in 
delivering the appropriate content.  While it is inevitable that a cottage industry will 
emerge in providing training sessions on issues related to the Common Core Learning 
Standards, such training will be all for naught if teachers do not receive on-going support 
from their colleagues and supervisors. Again, providing an organizational structure that 
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allows for mentoring, collaborative problem solving, model classrooms and co-teaching, 
among other things, can prove invaluable as teachers begin to unravel these new teaching 
and learning strategies. 
This is particularly critical in light of the sweeping adoption of the Common Core 
Learning Standards across the nation. These new standards require students to think 
critically, solve problems by asking the right questions, take risks and adapt to change 
(Wagner, 2008). Students need to accomplish more than simply being able to read and 
write. Students must be able to manage ever-increasing amounts of information, evaluate 
arguments and learn totally new subjects (Murnane, Sawhill & Snow, 2012). In order to 
support students in mastering these skills, teachers need the tools necessary to adapt their 
pedagogy. Properly implementing the Common Core and preparing students for success 
requires teachers to work more cohesively, both within grades and across grades, to 
ensure consistent instruction and to maximize student potential. It also requires teachers 
have the classroom management skills necessary to enable students to work in groups, 
utilizing the scientific method of inquiry and supporting students in becoming critical 
thinkers (MET Project, 2013). Such an emphasis on learning skills must be strategically 
and deliberately incorporated into the teaching of all core-subjects if students are to 
master the new standards and teachers must be supported and developed in their attempts 
to do so.  
This requires a change in the fundamental working conditions of our struggling 
schools, beginning with the appointment of an experienced principal who can (i) provide 
meaningful feedback on instruction, and (ii) make a commitment to remain at the school 
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for some period of time so as to have sufficient time to develop the climate of mutual 
trust and respect that is necessary to enhance student achievement (Johnson, Kraft & 
Papay, 2012). It would also include providing opportunities for experienced teachers to 
influence directly the quality of education in their schools by serving as mentors, coaches 
and model teachers, thereby building the professional capacity of the school through 
collaborative problem-solving while at the same time improving educational 
opportunities for students (Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).  
It also requires an increased focus on changing staff perceptions of students and 
families by supporting educators in developing relationships with students, a critical 
factor in improving student achievement. Further, in order to avoid the perpetuation of 
the cycle of failure, schools need to become more culturally competent.  Educators must 
have their preconceived notions challenged in a way that begins to change belief systems.  
To accomplish these goals it is not sufficient to simply hold traditional professional 
development sessions on cultural competence or make efforts at recruiting a more diverse 
staff, although these may be necessary.  Schools and district must also engage in a serious 
effort to create organizational structures that enable teachers, school administrators, and 
outside facilitators if necessary, to collaborate in a regular, systematic way on problem-
solving for students in a way that not only addresses the challenges the students are 
facing, but also respects the strengths the students bring to the table.  Parents and families 
should also be included as partners in this process, to the greatest extent possible.  Parents 
are the first experts on their own children and by developing strategic partnerships with 
families, rather than viewing the family as the problem, schools may begin to overcome 
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some of the barriers that are now preventing student success, including changing some of 
the belief systems of school staff. This may be another area, as with dropout prevention, 
that reaching out to community partners may provide the link necessary to re-engage 
those families that may be disconnected from the education process. Further, school 
administrators must be tasked not only with supporting changes in teacher practice but 
also ensuring such practice is changing by being visible in the school community and 
engaging in a consistent cycle of observation, feedback and support.  (Bembrick-Santoyo, 
2012).  
Limitations 
There are several limitations to this study that merit attention, not the least of 
which is that it is an intensive look at only one school in one school district. While the 
circumstances described herein undoubtedly exist in at many schools across the country 
and the findings can inform both practice and policy, the themes and connections 
presented are based on a limited data set.  
Similarly, this study is limited by its small sample size. Although I had hoped to 
interview more ninth and tenth grade math and English language arts teachers I had a 
very difficult time recruiting participants. I believe the challenge in recruiting people was 
due, at least in part, to an extremely demoralized and overworked workforce. The 
teachers who have remained in this school for several years have been through many 
different administrations, with many different agendas, and they seem to be simply 
surviving. Other teachers, who are new to the school, may be overwhelmed by the 
seemingly insurmountable challenges they face. All of the teachers are constantly being 
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blamed for the lack of results. Having one more person ask them to tell the story of a 
failing school was likely unappealing at best. Those that did agree to participate, 
however, seemed anxious to have the opportunity to share their stories and experiences, 
both good and bad.  
Further, the intent of this study was to examine the impact federal and state 
accountability measures had on black students. Because of this, as discussed in Chapter 1, 
the study did not include an analysis of those portions of the NCLB, Race to the Top and 
related Massachusetts policies and procedures that address students whose first language 
is not English. As the research progressed, it became clear that the unintended 
consequences of the accountability policies impacted all children of color at the research 
site (predominantly black and Hispanic students) and not just black students. While the 
factual learning about the impacts of the policies is undeniable, the study did not include 
in the research design an investigation into the impact of the additional complexities 
introduced by second language acquisition on student achievement.  
Lastly, as referenced in Chapter 1, I have spent a large portion of my career 
working on issues of equity and access in education, both at the direct service level and 
the policy level. Having worked in many challenged and challenging schools, I have 
developed impressions of the issues faced not only by educators but also by students and 
families. As stated in Chapter 1, while I have previously worked in this school district, I 
had no experience at the research site or with any of the staff involved in the study.  
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Future Research 
The findings of the current study provide a natural guide to future research. The 
following recommendations are offered for related research in the area of accountability.  
First, of significant import would be an investigation into the de facto re-
segregation  of  schools  based  on  students’  needs/challenges  and  how that may impact the 
achievement gap. As discussed above, student assignment is again becoming a hot bed 
issue across the country and future researchers may benefit from a more complete 
examination of what is happening in areas such as New York City and Chicago. 
Although not directly related to high school student assignment, the new student 
assignment plan for the Boston Public Schools may provide rich information for schools 
and districts across the country as the new plan attempts to maintain the neighborhood 
schools that so many people desire while also ensuring more equitable access to quality 
education (Vaznis, 2013).19  
Second, the new educator performance evaluation systems sweeping the nation 
that utilize volatile student growth measures as at least one component of teacher and 
principal performance review will provide a wealth of research opportunities (Baker, et 
al., 2010; Braun, Chudowsky & Koenig, 2010) . Many educators, teachers and principals 
alike, have little or no understanding of the impact these new systems will have on their 
practice or that of their colleagues. Indeed, many of these new evaluation systems are so 
complicated very few teachers and principals have any understanding of how their final 
performance ratings will be derived. Social psychologist Don Campbell described how 
                                                 
19  A  description  of  Boston’s  new  student  assignment  plan  can  be  found  at  
http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/assignment.  
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“the  more  any  quantitative  social  indicator  is  used  for  social  decision-making, the more 
subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt 
the  social  processes  it  is  intended  to  monitor”  (Campbell,  1976). In the realm of educator 
evaluation,  there  is  no  reason  to  believe  that  “Campbell’s  Law”  will  not  come  into  play,  
as there is no greater decision to be made for a teacher or a principal than whether or not 
they are able to keep their jobs. Indeed, we have already seen such opportunistic 
behaviors with regard to accountability measures in school districts like El Paso, Atlanta 
and Memphis, where educators have been indicted or even sentenced to jail for their roles 
in cheating scandals. In Atlanta, dozens of educators, including the Superintendent, were 
indicted in a standardized test cheating conspiracy. The former Superintendent in El Paso 
was sentenced to 42 months in federal prison for his role in a cheating scandal to inflate 
student test scores. In Memphis a former assistant principal was sentenced to seven years 
in federal prison for orchestrating a scheme to help teachers cheat on certification exams). 
It remains to be seen what opportunistic behaviors will arise when teacher and principal 
performance ratings are on the line.  
Lastly, states and districts across the country are beginning to adopt the Common 
Core Learning Standards, which will inevitably form the basis for the latest round of 
standardized assessments upon which accountability will be based. As evidenced by the 
recent release of test scores in New York State, these more challenging standards will 
likely  lead  to  a  precipitous  “decline”  in  student  achievement  (as  measured  by  
standardized test scores). The Common Core Learning Standards require schools to be 
organized so that teachers can continue to learn. Teaching to the new curriculum requires 
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teachers to have not only deep knowledge of the curriculum, but also a strong foundation 
in subject-specific pedagogy. The outstanding question, however, is whether schools are 
organized and teachers are prepared to maximize student achievement with this new 
curriculum. While there are many organizational features that can contribute to an 
environment of continued learning for teachers, including, for example, common 
planning time, model teaching, co-teaching, mentoring, many of these efforts require 
time.  While schools and districts can and should begin to explore options for extending 
the school day, such a change obviously comes with a cost in a time where resources are 
scarce. One area for potential future research, however, is how schools are currently 
utilizing the time they have.  At Valley High School, for example, there are six 
administrators for some 1,200 students.  They should be able to provide the support and 
feedback needed to improve instruction in the classroom. Administrators should build 
into their schedule on a weekly basis opportunities for observation and feedback that 
includes offering strategies for struggling teachers (Bembrick-Santoyo, 2012). Valley 
High School would benefit from a time audit to determine how teacher and administrator 
time is being utilized and how it may be restructured to achieve these goals.   
Conclusion 
Ensuring  that  our  nation’s  schools  are  held  accountable  for  the  achievement  of  all 
students is not only a laudable goal, but a necessary one if we are to minimize or even 
eliminate the achievement gap that exists between children of color and white students. 
The  question  is,  “Accountability  at  what  cost?”  Although  this  study  examined  just one 
school in one district, the results found were devastating. There may be some incremental 
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improvement in some test scores as a result of a push to raise achievement on 
standardized  assessments  in  order  to  make  both  the  school  and  the  district  look  “good”  
but, at the same time, we are sacrificing untold numbers of students who never even have 
the opportunity to take the test. Students are being held back in ninth grade (the year 
before the test is administered) and ultimately dropping out of school at an alarming rate.  
Policymakers need to carefully investigate the unintended consequences of their 
policies and devise strategies for addressing these unmet needs. This may mean looking 
at achievement through a different lens, restructuring the financial supports for struggling 
schools and districts, and investing in community organizations to support the work of 
educators. It may also mean re-evaluating the rewards and sanctions structure in place 
under current legislation and grant programs or expanding the reach of these programs 
beyond AYP measures and, instead, looking at schools and districts in their totality. At 
the same time, practitioners need to carefully examine their own practice, both at the 
district and classroom level. Apparent short-term gains in achievement for certain 
students or schools, resulting in the long-term failure of others, can no longer be 
rewarded or tolerated. Perhaps most importantly, individual teachers cannot succeed in 
this mission alone. Districts need to support their most troubled schools in every manner 
possible and school administrators need to be able to provide critical feedback and 
support for teachers.  
Accountability, in and of itself, cannot and will not close the achievement gap. 
Instead, we need a holistic approach that does not punish students, educators, schools and 
districts for their shortcomings but rather uses the accountability measure as a barometer 
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to indicate where the greatest needs lie. We then need to direct our resources, both 
national and local, in that direction if we are truly committed to leaving no child behind.  
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Interview Guide for Teachers 
 
Participant Code: 
 
Date/Time of Interview: 
 
[NOTE: The subparts of each individual question, identified in this guide with lowercase 
letters, are intended to serve as prompts for discussion. These prompts are meant to 
ensure that the interviewer covers all of the various subtopics, whether discussed as part 
of  the  subject’s  original  answer  or  not. ] 
 
Background 
 
1. Describe your professional background (in education)? 
a. Certifications? 
b. How long teaching? Administration? 
c. What areas/subjects/levels? 
d. What locations? 
2. What do you currently teach? How long? 
3. Do you have any other roles in the school (e.g., coach, clubs)? What are they? 
4. What racial group do you consider yourself a part of? 
 
School Performance/Student Achievement 
 
5. How does your district or school measure student progress? 
a. What are the requirements? 
b. Where do these requirements come from? 
6. Do you receive any data from the district or state regarding student performance? 
a. What data do you receive? 
b. How is it presented to you? (e.g., individual student data, disaggregated by 
subgroup, class or grade) 
7. What are your expectations for student achievement? 
a. How well do the formal assessments (MCAS) used at your school reflect 
your expectations for student achievement? 
b. Do your expectations vary for different groups (sub-populations) of 
students? 
c. How does the MCAS reflect your expectations for various groups (sub-
populations)? 
d. Do different groups of students perform better than others?  Does this 
disparity match your expectations? 
8. Have  you  heard  of  the  term  “Adequate  Yearly  Progress?”    If  so,  what  do  you  
understand it to mean? 
a. Are you aware of recent developments in the Education Law with regard 
to AYP?  If so, what is your understanding of these changes?   
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b. Has this changed your practice?  Your expectations for student 
achievement? 
9. Does the school and/or district have any policies and/or procedures regarding 
student achievement/school performance or AYP? What are they? 
a. How were these policies/procedures developed?  Who was involved in the 
process? 
b. What was considered in the development of these policies/procedures? 
c. As a teacher  what are you responsible for?  
d. In your opinion, are these procedures implemented?  Can you provide 
some examples to support your answer? 
10. Who determines whether you are fulfilling your responsibilities and meeting 
expectations?  How is this determined? 
a. Are you aware of recent changes to the teacher evaluation process?  What 
is your understanding of these changes? 
b. Do you think this will impact your practice in the classroom? How? [if 
not, why?] 
c. Do you think the new evaluation system will have an impact on students?  
If so, what? 
 
Identification  as  “Under-performing” 
 
11. What  is  the  process  once  a  school  has  been  identified  as  “in  need  of  
improvement?”  (or  PLA  or  Turnaround). Is the process different based upon the 
designation?  
12. What supports exist in the district for these schools?  (INI, PLA and/or 
Turnaround) Has your school benefitted from these supports? 
13. What has been the impact on teaching and learning? (what has changed?) 
14. What has been the impact on students? 
a. Are there particular groups of students that benefit more from the 
changes? (Are there groups that are doing better as a result?  How do you 
define  “better?”)    Can  you  provide  examples? 
b. Are there particular groups of students that benefit less? (Are there 
students  that  are  doing  worse  as  a  result?  How  do  you  define  “worse?”)    
Can you provide examples? 
15. Aside from the obvious, are there differences between students who meet the 
requirements necessary for the school to improve its performance rating and those 
who do not?  What are they?  
 
Retention 
 
16. The rate of retention in your school has been increasing. Can you talk about why 
this may be happening? 
a. Do you consider this to be positive or negative? 
b. Why? 
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17. Are there groups of students /types of students that are more likely to be retained?  
Why/why not? 
18. Does the school and/or district have any policies/procedures regarding retention? 
a. What are these policies/procedures?  Are they in writing? What are the 
factors that would lead to a student being retained in grade? 
b. How were these policies/procedures developed?   Who was involved in 
this process? 
c. What was considered in the development of these procedures? 
d. As a teacher, w hat are you responsible for? 
e. Who determines if you are fulfilling your responsibilities and meeting 
expectations?  How is this determined?  Do you think this will change 
with the new teacher evaluation system?  How? Will that have an impact 
on students?  What? 
f. In your opinion, are these policies/procedures implemented in your 
school?  Can you provide some examples to support your answer?  Are 
their teachers who do not follow the policies and procedures?  What is it 
that they do?  Do you know what happens in other high schools in the 
district?  Is that different than what happens here? 
19. Since  the  school  has  been  identified  as  “under-performing”  (including  
Turnaround) have you noticed a change in retention practices? 
a. What changes have you noticed? 
b. Can you provide examples? 
20. Do you perceive any relationships between the increasing retention rates and the 
demands of MCAS/NCLB or, more recently, Race to the Top? 
 
Dropouts 
 
21. The dropout rate in your school has been increasing. Can you talk about why this 
may be happening? 
22. Does the school and/or district have any policies/procedures regarding student 
dropout? 
a. What are the policies/procedures?  How does a student become identified 
as  having  “dropped  out?” 
b. How were these policies/procedures developed?  Who was involved in this 
process? 
c. What was considered in the development of these procedures? 
d. As a teacher what are you responsible for? 
e. Who determines whether you are fulfilling your responsibilities?  How is 
this determined?  ?  Do you think this will change with the new teacher 
evaluation system?  How? Will that have an impact on students?  What? 
f. In your opinion, are these procedures implemented?  Can you provide 
some examples to support your answer? 
g. Are their times when your school does not comply with the defined 
policies and procedures?  Can you provide some examples?  Do you know 
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what happens in other high schools in the district?  Is that different than 
what happens here?  
23. Since  the  school  has  been  identified  as  “under-performing”  (including  
Turnaround) have you noticed a change in dropout practices? 
a. What changes have you noticed? 
b. Can you provide examples? 
24. Do you perceive any relationship between the increasing dropout rate and the 
demands of MCAS/NCLB or more recently, Race to the Top? 
25. In your opinion, what are the factors that lead to students dropping out of school? 
26. Are there groups of students that are more likely to drop out? To what do you 
attribute this? 
27. In your district there are a significant number of alternative education options for 
students, how do students become aware of these options?   
a. How are students placed out of your school into an alternative education 
program?    Is  it  at  the  student’s/family’s  request?    Do  staff  ever  counsel  
students to enroll elsewhere? Under what circumstances would they do 
this? 
b. Do you know how these students are accounted for on your register? (are 
they  considered  to  have  “dropped-out,”  are  they  removed  from  the  
graduation cohort?) 
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Interview Guide for Administrators 
 
Participant Code: 
 
Date/Time of Interview: 
 
[NOTE: The subparts of each individual question, identified in this guide with lowercase 
letters, are intended to serve as prompts for discussion. These prompts are meant to 
ensure that the interviewer covers all of the various subtopics, whether discussed as part 
of  the  subject’s  original  answer  or  not. ] 
 
Background 
 
1. Describe your professional background (in education)? 
a. Certifications? 
b. How long teaching? Administration? 
c. What areas/subjects/levels? 
d. What locations? 
2. What do you currently teach? How long? 
3. Do you have any other roles in the school (e.g., coach, clubs)? What are they? 
4. What racial group do you consider yourself a part of? 
 
School Performance 
 
5. How does your district or school measure student progress? 
a. What are the requirements? 
b. Where do these requirements come from? 
6. Do you receive any data from the district or state regarding student performance? 
a. What data do you receive? 
b. How is it presented to you? (e.g., individual student data, disaggregated by 
subgroup, class or grade) 
7. Have  you  heard  of  the  term  “Adequate  Yearly  Progress?”    If  so,  what  do  you  
understand it to mean? 
a. Are you aware of recent developments in the Education Law with regard 
to AYP? If so, what is your understanding of these changes?   
b. Does this change your expectation for students/teachers? 
8. Have  you  heard  of  the  term  “Persistently  Lowest  Achieving”  school?    If  so,  what  
do you understand it to mean? 
9. Does the school and/or district have any policies and/or procedures regarding 
student achievement and school performance? What are they? 
a. How were these policies/procedures developed?  Who was involved in the 
process? 
b. What was considered in the development of these policies/procedures? 
c. As an administrator what are you responsible for?  
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d. In your opinion, are these procedures implemented?  Can you provide 
some examples to support your answer? 
 
10. Who determines whether you are fulfilling your responsibilities and meeting 
expectations with regard to student achievement/school performance?  How is this 
determined?  
a. Are you aware of changes to the evaluation system for administrators?  
What do you think will change as a result of this new system?   
b. What impact, if any, will the new administrator evaluation system have on 
students? 
11. What do you expect teachers to be responsible for in your school with regard to 
student achievement/school performance?  How do you know whether they are 
doing  their  job  well?    What  happens  if  they  don’t? 
a. Are you aware of changes to the teacher evaluation system?  What do you 
think will change as a result of this new system? 
b. What impact, if any, will the new teacher evaluation system have on 
students? 
 
Identification  as  “Under-performing” 
 
12. What  is  the  process  once  a  school  has  been  identified  as  “in  need  of  
improvement?”  (or  PLA or a Turnaround School)  Is the process different based 
on the designation?  (e.g.,  is  the  process  different  for  a  school  ID’d  as  “in  need  of  
improvement”  than  it  is  for  a  Turnaround  school?) 
13. What supports exist in the district for these schools (INI, PLA and Turnaround)?  
Has your school benefitted from these supports? Please provide examples.  
14. What has been the impact on teaching and learning? (what has changed?) 
15. What has been the impact on students? 
a. Are there particular groups of students that benefit more from the 
changes? (Are there groups that are doing better as a result?  How do you 
define  “better?”)    Can  you  provide  examples? 
b. Are there particular groups of students that benefit less? (Are there 
students that are doing worse as a result? How do you define  “worse?”)    
Can you provide examples? 
16. Aside from the obvious, are there differences between students who meet the 
requirements necessary for the school to improve its performance rating and those 
who do not?  What are they? 
 
Retention 
 
17. The rate of retention in your school has been increasing. Can you talk about why 
this may be happening? 
a. Do you consider this to be a positive or a negative ocurrence? 
b. Why? 
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18. Can you describe a typical student who has been retained in grade? 
a. Are there groups of students that are more likely to be retained? 
b. Why/why not? 
19. Does the school and/or district have any policies/procedures regarding retention? 
(Are they in writing?) 
a. What are these policies/procedures?  What are the factors that would lead 
to a student being retained in grade? 
b. How were these policies/procedures developed?   Who was involved in 
this process? 
c. What was considered in the development of these procedures? 
d. As an administrator what are you responsible for? 
e. Who determines if you are fulfilling your responsibilities and meeting 
expectations?  How is this determined? 
f. In your opinion, are these policies/procedures implemented?  Can you 
provide some examples to support your answer? 
g. Are there teachers in the school that do not comply with the defined 
policies and procedures?  What is it that they do?   
h. Are there schools in the district that do not comply with the defined 
policies and procedures?  What is it that they do?  
20. Since  the  school  has  been  identified  as  “under-performing”  (including  
Turnaround) have you noticed a change in retention practices? 
a. What changes have you noticed? 
b. Can you provide examples? 
21. Do you perceive any relationships between the increasing retention rates and the 
demands of MCAS/NCLB or, more recently, Race to the Top? 
 
Dropouts 
 
22. The dropout rate in your school has been increasing. Can you talk about why this 
may be happening? 
23. Does the school and/or district have any policies/procedures regarding student 
dropout? 
a. What are the policies/procedures?  How does a student become identified 
as having “dropped  out?” 
b. How were these policies/procedures developed?  Who was involved in this 
process? 
c. What was considered in the development of these procedures? 
d. As an administrator what are you responsible for? 
e. Who determines whether you are fulfilling your responsibilities?  How is 
this determined? 
f. In your opinion, are these procedures implemented?  Can you provide 
some examples to support your answer? 
g. Are there times that your school does not comply with defined policies 
and procedures?  Can you provide some examples?  Are there times when 
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other schools in the district do not comply with defined policies and 
procedures?  Examples? 
24. Since  the  school  has  been  identified  as  “under-performing”  (including  
Turnaround) have you noticed a change in dropout practices? 
a. What changes have you noticed? 
b. Can you provide examples? 
25. Do you perceive any relationship between the increasing dropout rate and the 
demands of MCAS/NCLB or, more recently, Race to the Top? 
26. In your opinion, what are the factors that lead to students dropping out of school? 
27. Are there groups of students that are more likely to drop out? To what do you 
attribute this? 
 
Graduation 
 
28. According to DESE data reports, black students in your school have been 
graduating  at  a  rate  higher  than  the  school’s  average. Does this sound correct?  If 
not, what is your understanding of graduation rates for subgroups of students?  If 
so, to what do you attribute this?  
29. Your district has a large selection of alternative education options. What is the 
procedure for a student who leaves your school to attend an alternative school? 
a. How  are  these  decisions  made?    Is  it  the  student/family’s  decision?  Are  
they counseled in any way by your staff? Do staff ever make the decision 
that a student should transfer? 
b. How are these students accounted for in the cohort graduation rate?   
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Boston College Consent Form 
Boston College Lynch School of Education 
Informed Consent for Participation as an Interview Subject in a Study of the  
Educational Implications of Adequate Yearly Progress Policies for Black Students 
Researcher: Beth A. Norton 
Adult Consent Form 
January 2012 
 
You are being asked to be in a research study that is being directed by Beth Norton, a doctoral 
student in the Lynch School of Education (LSOE) at Boston College. This study is being conducted 
to collect data for a dissertation, under the advisement of Dr. Diana Pullin. The research will 
focus on urban high schools that have been identified as needed improvement. Specifically, I will 
investigate the relationship between the sanctions utilized in the implementation of the 
adequate yearly progress (AYP) provisions of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and related 
Massachusetts laws and racially disproportionate retention in grade and/or drop-out for black 
students. The  purpose  of  this  study  is  to  examine  educators’  perspectives  on  increased  retention  
in grade and drop-out rates at the high school level. That is why I am requesting your 
participation.  
 
Because Massachusetts utilizes standardized test scores in the English Language Arts (ELA) and 
math content areas, I have selected all of the ELA and math teachers in your school as possible 
participants. In addition, I will seek the participation of the principal and all assistant principals. I 
ask that you read this form and ask any questions that you may have before agreeing to be in 
the study.  
 
If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to participate in a one-on-one interview. In this 
interview, you will be asked to discuss what you know and think about various aspects of your 
school and district policies and procedures regarding AYP, student retention and student drop-
out with a particular focus on their impact on black students. This interview should take about 
one hour and will be conducted at your school at a time that is convenient for you. During the 
interview I will take written notes and, with your permission, digitally record the interview. You 
will be asked questions about school and district policies and procedures regarding AYP, student 
retention and drop-out, including processes and practices that come as a result of being 
identified as a school in need of improvement. Additionally, I will ask you questions about the 
impact, if any, on teaching and learning when a school has been identified as in need of 
improvement. Finally, I will ask for your perspectives on whether certain groups of children are 
more or less likely to be impacted and how.  
 
The most serious risk for any participant might be identifying policies or procedures in the 
school or district that are harmful to black students. There may also be unknown risks. This 
study will, however, hopefully provide beneficial insights into how the implementation of 
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education policies impact black students. The study will enable professionals to address 
concerns and issues with NCLB and related Massachusetts laws and potentially decrease any 
discriminatory effect of the related policies. Accordingly, as described below, I will take a 
number of precautions to ensure that your participation in this study will be anonymous. 
Furthermore, keep in mind that my research seeks to identify general trends linked to the 
integration of AYP, retention, drop-out and race, not to highlight isolated challenges or concerns 
or to present an individual voice.  
 
To maintain anonymity, I will assign all participants a code number so that even if someone 
were to gain access to my research data, they would be unable to identify anyone by name. The 
list of code numbers and the research files will be kept in separate, locked file cabinets in my 
home office. The digital audio recordings of interviews will be transcribed as soon as possible 
after the interview and then they will be permanently deleted. The transcripts and the notes 
from the interviews will be kept in these locked files for a period of 10 years, after which they 
will also be shredded and destroyed. Access to the records will be limited to myself and a 
colleague who will be spot-checking my research; however, please note that the Institutional 
Review Board, my dissertation committee and internal Boston College auditors may review the 
research records. If you feel your confidentiality has been breached, please contact Dr. Diana 
Pullin at 617-552-8407.  
 
In publishing any of this research, all contributors will be identified solely by their positions (e.g., 
school administrator, math teacher) and will be assigned pseudonyms if necessary, as will the 
school and the school district. Finally, the school and district will only be identified in a cursory 
way (e.g.,  “an  urban  school  district  in  Massachusetts;”  “an  urban  high  school  with  an  enrollment  
of  approximately  1200  students”). You will be given the opportunity to review my draft analysis 
and to correct factual inaccuracies. Note, however, that with regard to the interpretation of the 
data, your feedback will be limited to comment only. While I welcome your perspectives on my 
analysis and interpretation, and I will certainly entertain possible alternative interpretations, 
ultimately I will be responsible for the interpretation of the data. If you would like a copy of my 
dissertation for review and/or comment, you can request one by providing me with an address 
to which I could send a draft of the report.  
 
You will not be compensated for participating in this study, however I appreciate how valuable 
your time is so, in recognition of your contribution to this study, and upon the completion of 
your interview I will offer you a $25 gift certificate to Barnes & Noble. Should you choose to 
withdraw from the study at any time during your interview you will still receive a partial gift 
certificate. If you participate for less than 1/2 hour you will receive a $5 gift certificate to Barnes 
& Noble. If you participate for more than 1/2 hour, but do not complete the interview, you will 
receive a $10 gift certificate to Barnes & Noble.  
 
If you choose to participate in this project please understand that your participation is voluntary 
and you have the right to withdraw your consent or discontinue participation at any time. You 
are also welcome to ask questions at any time during the interview. Further, should I pose a 
question you would rather not answer, for whatever reason, you have no obligation to answer. 
There is no penalty or loss to you for not taking part or ending your participation.  
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If you have any questions or want more information concerning this research you may contact 
me, Beth Norton, at 617-506-8647 or beth. a. norton@gmail. com. If you have any questions 
about your rights as a participant in a research study, please call the Boston College Office for 
Research Protections, 617-552-4778. You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your 
records for future reference.  
 
 
 
Statement of Consent: 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form. I have been encouraged 
to ask questions. I have received answers to my questions. I give my consent to be in this study. I 
have received (or will receive) a copy of this form.  
 
Signatures/Dates  
Study Participant (Print Name):           Date 
_______ 
Participant or Legal Representative Signature:      Date 
_______ 
 
 
 
I voluntarily consent to the digital audio recording of my interview.  
 
Study Participant (Print Name):           Date 
_______ 
Participant or Legal Representative Signature:      Date 
_______ 
